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PREFACE

In 2020, a mere cluster of molecules shook the whole world.

Smaller than can be seen by the naked eye, a very local virus unleashed
with marked rapidity a global pandemic. Whatever will be proven to be its
precise genesis, the coronavirus (COVID-19) and its mass casualties flourished
in part thanks to our global milieu of deeper, broader inequalities within and
between countries. It has been made far worse by austerity policies that
weakened public infrastructure and public health systems; by international
architecture enfeebled in form, function and leadership. And it has been made
far worse under pressure from leaders of states who demonize and exclude,
asserting archaic constructs of state sovereignty and peddling rejectionist
approaches to science, evidence and universal norms.

These are exceptional times. But have we risen to meet their challenge?

Exceptional times oblige exceptional responses and demand exceptional
leadership.

In 2020, exceptional leadership came not from power, privilege, or profits. It
came instead from nurses, doctors, and health workers on the frontlines of life-
saving services. It came from those who cared for older people. It came from
technicians and scientists running millions of tests and trials, frantically
searching for vaccines. It came from those who, bunched together more often
at the very bottom of the income scale, worked to feed the rest of us; who
cleaned our streets; cared for the bodies of the hundreds of thousands of
deceased; repaired our essential services; patrolled our streets; drove what
remained of our public transport.

In 2020, as so much of the world shut down, it was those people who stood
up, who stood out. So too, those who stayed home in solidarity, if they had a
home to live in, who maintained emotionally costly physical distance, and who
cared for those around them.

But underneath that heroism, pandemic times laid bare the devastating
consequences of abuse of power, structurally and historically. The COVID-19
pandemic may not define who we are, but it certainly has amplified what we
should not be.

Seeing this clearly, again people stood up. They rose against inequality, they
rose against police violence targeted disproportionately against Black people,
against minorities, poor, and homeless people. They rose against exclusion,
patriarchy, and the hateful rhetoric and cruel conduct of supremacist
leadership.

The demands of the Black Lives Matter and #MeToo movements echoed
the world over. Public protest against repression and inequality poured onto
the streets from Belarus to Poland, Iraq to Chile, Hong Kong to Nigeria. So
often, at risk to their own safety, it was the leadership of human rights
defenders and social justice activists the world over that urged us on.

At times we caught glimpses of exceptional political leadership, often from
women leaders, who took bold and difficult decisions to protect lives, sustain
health systems, make the investments needed for immediate solutions to be
found at unprecedented speed, and issue economic support desperately
needed by those whose livelihoods had all but disappeared.
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But the pandemic also amplified the mediocre and mendacious, the selfish
and the fraudulent, among the world’s political leaders.

As | write this, the richest countries have effected a near-monopoly of the
world’s supply of vaccines, leaving countries with the fewest resources to face
the worst health and human rights outcomes and thus the longest-lasting
economic and social disruption.

And as people die in their millions, and millions more lose their livelihoods,
what are we to make of the fact that top billionaires’ incomes have soared, that
tech-giants’ profits have escalated, that the stock markets across the world’s
financial centres have grown? Crucially, what are their proposals for
shouldering their fair share of the pandemic burden; for ensuring an enduring
fair and equitable recovery? In the early days of 2021, still their silence on this
is unbroken.

How can it be that, yet again, this time under a pandemic, the global
economy has meant that those who had the least gave the most?

2020 revealed, too, the weakness of international co-operation: a crumbling
multilateral system acquiescent to the most powerful and providing feebly for
the weakest; a system unable when not unwilling to scale up global solidarity.
China’s gross irresponsibility in the early days of the pandemic by suppressing
crucial information was utterly catastrophic, while the US decision in the midst
of the pandemic to withdraw from the World Health Organization (WHO)
showed an egregious disregard for the rest of the world.

Paltry half-measures — such as the G20 decision to suspend debt
repayments for 77 countries in 2020 while demanding that the money be
repaid with interest later — threatened to entrench structural inequalities and
economic hardship in the pandemic recovery, with grave consequences
potentially for millions of people’s economic and social rights.

After years of magisterial failure, 2020 provided only further evidence that
our global political institutions are not fit for the global purpose they should
serve.

The pandemic has cast a harsh light on the world’s inability to co-operate
effectively and equitably at the onset of a low-probability, high-impact global
event. Therefore, we can scarcely avoid a sense of impending peril as, looking
ahead, we contemplate a crisis of an altogether grander scale for which there
is no vaccine — namely the climate crisis.

In 2020, millions of people suffered the catastrophic effects of extreme
climate events. Disasters, exacerbated by global warming and climate
instability, severely affected millions of people’s enjoyment of rights to life,
food, health, housing, water, and sanitation, among others: from prolonged
drought in sub-Saharan Africa and India to devastating tropical storms
sweeping across Southeast Asia, the Caribbean, Southern Africa and the
Pacific, to the catastrophic fires that afflicted California and Australia. And in
reply? The commitment by developed countries, under the Paris Agreement, to
ensure at least US$100 billion worth of climate finance for developing
countries by 2020 was simply not met. And States signally failed to put forward
the commitments needed to meet the 2030 target of reducing global
greenhouse gas emissions by half. A drastic change of course is required to
avert a rise in the global temperature of more than 1.5 C over pre-industrial
levels that would trigger irreversible consequences.

X Amnesty International Report 2020/21



2020: 366 days that saw the fostering of lethal selfishness, cowardice,
mediocrity, and toxic failures from xenophobia and racial hatred. 366 days that
illustrated just how unchanged and how contemporary is the violent legacy of
centuries of racism, patriarchy, and inequality. But 366 days that also gifted us
rich sources of inspiration for our strength and resilience as a human family;
days that showed people’s determination to stand up for their rights and for a
fair and a just recovery from the pandemic.

Exceptional times oblige exceptional responses and demand exceptional
leadership. So what do we need to see, to create a world much more resilient
to the huge challenges ahead of us?

The foundations for a sustainable, post-pandemic global society rest not
merely on recovery. It requires accountability, human rights, and a rethink and
reformulation of our relationship to our habitat, environment and the economy.

Immediately, authorities must work to accelerate production and delivery of
vaccines for all. That is a most fundamental, even rudimentary, test of the
world’s capacity for co-operation: to think globally, act locally, and to plan for
the long-term. This includes supporting a waiver to the World Trade
Organization TRIPS agreement that will allow for much-needed expanded
production of COVID-19 health products and ensuring pharmaceutical
companies share their innovations and technology through open and non-
exclusive licences and initiatives such as the WHO’s COVID-19 Technology
Access Pool (C-TAP).

Beyond that first step, recovery that “builds back better” will demand more
than a reboot. It requires a reset that addresses the root causes of the crisis by
protecting and respecting rights, indivisibly and universally.

Firstly, it requires an end to governments’ agenda towards increasing
“security” which, since 9/11, has driven a widespread suppression of civic
space that has even expanded during the pandemic. That agenda, lending the
false hue of normality to extraordinary executive and policing powers, now
risks becoming permanent. It must be dismantled.

Secondly, fair and sustainable recovery demands resetting the world’s
public taxation regimes. Adequate taxation is a must to mobilize the resources
needed to fulfil economic and social rights including our rights to health,
education, and social security. Fair and human rights-compliant taxation of
transnational profits will be key, as will be concerted efforts to end tax evasion
and aggressive tax avoidance. States should put in place a new fossil fuel tax
on the components of energy companies’ profits and payments to
shareholders derived from their fossil fuel business, in order to push
shareholders and companies to move to renewable energy, and without
imposing the main burden on consumers.

Short-sighted decision-making has no place in a post-pandemic society. So
long as under-regulated, speculative, hyper-acquisitive investment in carbon-
intensive assets dominates the global economy, the climate crisis will only
deepen, carrying in its path multiple violations and accelerating us towards an
irreversible singularity that imperils the very existence of the human family.

Thirdly, we must confront the reality that the sovereign nation state acting
on its own for its own, is no better equipped to address these global challenges
than is a bicycle handbrake to halt a passenger jet.

Reforming global governance and repurposing global institutions to
strengthen and enable delivery on human rights is preconditional to robust
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recovery. We cannot accept the “pick and choose” approach adopted by some
states, who take their preferred cherries from the global governance cake while
leaving behind the “inconvenient” ingredients of human rights, accountability,
and transparency.

Fit-for-purpose global governance requires global scrutiny of how the
international norms and standards of human rights are implemented for the
prevention of genocide and crimes against humanity; of abuse of power and
corruption; of ruthless censorship and suppression of dissent; and of
discrimination, brute force and torture by those whose job it is to protect us.

The innovation, creativity and inventiveness that we need to find our way to
sustainable resilient recovery demand that our freedoms be upheld, defended
and protected, not curtailed. Global governance will not be fit for global
purposes until and unless, systematic engagement with, valuing of, and
respect for global civil society are woven deep into its operations. We must
demand that. We must claim that. We must organize for that. And as civil
society, we must ensure we are fit for that too.

2020 taught us, yet again, lessons that we ignore at the peril of generations
to come: the interdependence of the human family; the universality of what
“we, the peoples” require of governance in times of crisis, and just how
indivisible is our own future from the future we are creating for our planet. It
taught us again the essence, in other words, of human rights.

The question that remains to be answered is: will we be bold enough to see
what must be done and courageous enough to get on and do it, at scale and at
pace?

Agnes Callamard

Secretary General
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GLOBAL ANALYSIS

During 2020 the world was rocked by COVID-19. The pandemic and some of the measures
taken to tackle it had a devastating effect on the lives of millions, but also revealed, and
sometimes aggravated, existing patterns of abuses and inequalities. Some had roots in
discrimination based on race, gender and other grounds, which often intersected and
rendered certain populations uniquely vulnerable. Those abuses and inequalities were
spotlighted and vigorously challenged by people-powered movements such as Black Lives
Matter and women'’s rights campaigns, whose resilience led to a few hard-won victories. The
pandemic threw into stark relief the human rights impact of years of political and financial
crises and flaws in global systems of governance and co-operation, which some states
exacerbated by shirking their responsibilities or attacking multilateral institutions. These
dynamics were illustrated by trends in three areas: violations of the rights to life, health and
social protection; gender-based violence and threats to sexual and reproductive rights; and
repression of dissent.

Meanwhile, in both long-running and new conflicts, government forces and armed groups
carried out indiscriminate and targeted attacks on civilians, killing thousands, and caused or
prolonged mass displacement and humanitarian crises. Despite a few notable convictions for
war crimes and crimes against humanity, impunity in times of war and peace remained the
norm and, in some countries, the rule of law was eroded. Millions of people suffered from
disasters exacerbated by the climate crisis.

The overall picture was of a world in disarray. However, by grounding measures aimed at
recovery from the pandemic and other crises in human rights, leaders have an opportunity to
resuscitate international co-operation and fashion a more just future.

LIVES, HEALTH AND SOCIAL PROTECTION

COVID-19 killed at least 1.8 million people worldwide in 2020. Health systems and social
protection programmes, weakened by decades of underinvestment and a lack of preparedness,
were ill-equipped to respond. Workers” incomes were hit by rising unemployment and inactivity,
while the number of people facing acute food insecurity doubled to 270 million.

Governments failed to adequately protect health and other essential workers. Thousands lost
their lives due to COVID-19 and many others were taken seriously ill due to shortages in
personal protective equipment (PPE). Amnesty International documented allegations that state
authorities harassed or intimidated health or other essential workers in the context of the
pandemic in 42 out of the 149 countries it monitored; some faced reprisals, including arrest
and dismissal, for raising concerns about safety or working conditions. Women health and care
workers were particularly affected as they comprised 70% of the global workforce in the health
and social sector, where they already experienced a significant gender pay gap.

Some government measures to tackle COVID-19 had a discriminatory impact on
marginalized groups. Lockdowns and curfews led to particularly high numbers of workers in the
informal economy losing their incomes without recourse to adequate social protection. Since
they dominated the sector, women and girls were disproportionately affected. Another measure,
the introduction of online-only education without ensuring access to appropriate technology,
disadvantaged many learners from marginalized groups. Women primarily bore the burden of
homeschooling, as well as other unpaid care resulting from closures of public services,
including looking after sick relatives.
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Furthermore, COVID-19 worsened the already precarious situation of refugees and migrants,
trapping some in squalid camps or detention facilities and leaving others stranded by border
closures. In 42 of the 149 countries Amnesty International monitored, there were reports of
refugees and migrants being subjected to refoulement. While some governments took steps to
release detainees to curb the spread of COVID-19, overcrowding and unhygienic conditions in
places of detention endangered inmates. Continuing forced evictions (Amnesty International
recorded allegations of these in 42 out of the 149 countries it monitored) increased people’s
exposure to the virus by making them homeless.

In many countries, ethnic minorities and Indigenous peoples had disproportionately high
rates of infection and death, due in part to pre-existing inequalities and lack of access to health
care. Political and religious figures stigmatized marginalized groups, blaming them for
spreading the virus. Muslims in some South Asian countries and LGBTI people in several
African and European ones were among the targets.

When COVID-19 was declared a pandemic, states consistently referred to the urgent need to
contain, mitigate and defeat the pandemic while fully respecting human rights. While the World
Health Organization’s (WHO) COVAX facility represented a positive global initiative aimed at
ensuring more countries could access vaccines, it was undermined by the non-participation of
Russia and the USA, the hoarding of vaccines by rich countries and the failure of companies to
share their intellectual property. More than 90 countries introduced export restrictions affecting
items including medical equipment, PPE, pharmaceutical products and food.

Wealthy states also blocked adoption of a proposal at the World Trade Organization for a
temporary waiver of intellectual property rights for COVID-19 products that was designed to
facilitate universal access. Disagreement in the UN Security Council between the USA and
China over reference to the WHO delayed the passing of a resolution on a global ceasefire to
support the COVID-19 response for three months. While the G20 agreed a limited suspension
of debt payments from the poorest countries, it fell far short of delivering its own stated aim of a
co-ordinated large-scale response.

To reaffirm international co-operation and meet their human rights obligations, all
governments should ensure COVID-19 vaccines are available and accessible to everyone and
make them free at the point of care. They should also support the development of a global
social protection fund grounded in human rights standards. Rich countries and international
financial institutions should ensure that all states have the resources needed to respond to
and recover from the pandemic, including through the suspension and cancellation of debt.

GENDER-BASED VIOLENCE

New legislation to counter violence against women and girls passed in Kuwait, South Korea and
Sudan. Some countries, including Croatia, Denmark, the Netherlands and Spain, took steps to
improve their rape laws to make them consent-based. In several African countries there were
unprecedented judicial developments aimed at ending impunity for rape and other sexual
violence in peace and conflict. The African Union looked set to prepare a new regional treaty to
combat violence against women. However, implementation of the Istanbul Convention, the
Council of Europe’s equivalent, was obstructed in three member states.

In practice, gender-based violence, including “honour” killings and caste-based, domestic
and sexual violence, remained shockingly high worldwide and authorities generally failed to
take adequate action to prevent it, prosecute perpetrators and grant survivors access to
remedies. Some authorities themselves carried out violence by, for example, punishing women
for perceived transgressions of Islamic law or subjecting men to anal testing amounting to
torture.

Long-standing discrimination in law and practice underpinned the violence and manifested
itself in other ways. Amnesty International recorded allegations of LGBTI individuals being
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arrested or taken into detention in 2020 because of their sexual orientation or gender identity in
24 out of the 149 countries it monitored.

The situation was exacerbated by COVID-19 control measures. Support organizations across
the world reported a marked increase in gender-based and domestic violence; many women
and LGBTI people were confined with abusers under lockdown. Some governments took
emergency steps to assist survivors. However, many others classified support for them,
including sexual and reproductive health and counselling services, as non-essential, leading to
their suspension during lockdowns.

Some jurisdictions categorized abortion care in the same way, disproportionately impacting
marginalized groups. Others, on the contrary, adopted progressive policies such as allowing
access to abortion pills through telemedicine to mitigate the risk of infection. In positive
developments outside the context of the pandemic, abortion was decriminalized in Argentina,
Northern Ireland and South Korea. Nevertheless, abortion remained criminalized in most
countries in the Americas and a judicial decision further restricted access to it in one EU state.

At the international level, UN states marked the 25th anniversary of the Beijing Declaration
and Platform for Action by adopting a welcome political declaration to reaffirm commitments to
advance women’s human rights and eliminate “all forms of violence and harmful practices
against all women and girls”. However, they did not include any explicit reference to sexual and
reproductive health and rights. Separately, some governments sought to undermine the existing
consensus around women’s rights and gender equality by continuing attempts to remove
“sexual and reproductive rights” from long-standing international commitments.

Governments must take urgent concerted action to stop the backlash against the rights of
women and LGBTI people and implement concrete measures to achieve gender justice.
They must also translate global initiatives such as the Beijing Declaration and Platform for
Action and the Women, Peace and Security agenda into concrete measures to eliminate
gender-based violence, address its root causes, including discrimination, and guarantee
sexual and reproductive health and rights for all.

REPRESSION OF DISSENT

Many governments repressed dissent and otherwise restricted civic space. In response to
protests against unaccountable rulers, the erosion of social and economic rights and structural
racism (such as those led by the Black Lives Matter movement), security forces misused
firearms and less lethal weapons including tear gas, unlawfully killing hundreds and injuring
many more. They also targeted human rights defenders, journalists and political opponents with
intimidation and arbitrary detention. Some had exposed corruption or human rights violations.
Some were pursued in the context of elections marred by credible allegations of fraud or
restrictions on basic freedoms. Women human rights defenders often faced additional risks due
to their gender.

In a few countries, particularly in Asia and the Middle East and North Africa, authorities
prosecuted and even imprisoned human rights defenders and journalists using vaguely worded
charges such as spreading misinformation, leaking state secrets and insulting authorities, or
labelled them as “terrorists”. Some governments invested in digital surveillance equipment to
target them. Some hamstrung the operations of human rights organizations, including Amnesty
International. In Latin America and the Caribbean, which remained the most violent region for
human rights defenders, scores were killed by criminal groups in actions linked to the state or
business interests.

Some authorities in the Americas and the Middle East and North Africa issued legislation
criminalizing commentary related to the pandemic and subsequently prosecuted people for
spreading false news or obstructing government decisions. Others in Europe conflated the
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public health crisis with national security concerns, rushing through national security legislation
or bolstering, or threatening to bolster, surveillance capabilities.

To enforce restrictions on assemblies during the pandemic, many governments imposed
blanket bans on demonstrations or used unlawful force, particularly in Africa and the Americas.
Furthermore, authorities punished those who criticized government actions on COVID-19,
exposed violations in the response to it or questioned the official narrative around it, particularly
in Asia and the Middle East and North Africa. Hundreds were detained arbitrarily and, in some
cases, charged and prosecuted. In some countries, the government used the pandemic as a
pretext to clamp down on unrelated criticism.

At the international level, progress was made at the UN Human Rights Council to address
human rights crises such as those in Libya, Venezuela and Yemen, by creating, maintaining
and enhancing investigative mechanisms that could contribute to criminal prosecutions. UN
member states failed, however, to deliver a credible response to repression of dissent and other
patterns of grave human rights situations in countries including China, Egypt and India. Some
governments fuelled the problems by continuing to sell crowd control equipment and munitions
to states that were highly likely to use them to commit violations of international law in law
enforcement, as well as conflict, situations. Several flagrantly violated UN Security Council arms
embargoes.

International Criminal Court (ICC) investigations were opened on Afghanistan and continued
on Myanmar/Bangladesh. Preliminary examinations were concluded on Nigeria and Ukraine,
with the Prosecutor announcing her intention to seek investigations into alleged war crimes and
crimes against humanity. The Prosecutor also sought a ruling on the scope of the ICC’s
territorial jurisdiction in the Occupied Palestinian Territories, with a view to opening an
investigation.

However, powerful states continued to seek to block accountability for, and undermine
collective responses to, other patterns of serious human rights violations. The USA imposed
sanctions on employees of the ICC. UK obstructionism was a dominant factor in the Office of
the Prosecutor’s regrettable decision not to open an investigation into allegations concerning
the UK military in Irag. China and Russia attacked the international human rights framework
and independent UN human rights monitors. Continuing political deadlock at the UN Security
Council hamstrung its ability to respond in a timely and effective way to human rights crises.

More broadly, various governments hampered the engagement of civil society actors with the
UN through reprisals and intimidation. The UN’s human rights mechanisms and institutions
also faced a funding and liquidity crisis caused by late or non-payment of contributions by
member states. The challenges were compounded by the pandemic.

To build a future where the institutions mandated to protect international law can effectively
prevent, respond to and pursue accountability for repression of dissent and other patterns of
grave human rights violations, all states should strengthen and fully finance the UN'’s
human rights mechanisms and institutions. They should also fully co-operate with the ICC
on ongoing cases and call out political interference.
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AFRICA REGIONAL
OVERVIEW

If there was ever a glimmer of hope that
2020 would see a break in the cycle of
armed conflicts in Africa, continued
fighting in several war-torn countries
dashed any cause for optimism. The 2013
pledge by African leaders to “silence the
guns” by 2020 remained unrealized.
Instead, the sound of gunfire grew louder,
claiming thousands of lives in the process.

Serious violations and abuses of
international humanitarian and human rights
law remained common features of conflicts.
From the 10-year conflict in northeastern
Nigeria to the newly erupted conflict in the
Tigray region of Ethiopia, security forces,
armed groups and militias committed
atrocities with impunity.

The devastating impact of conflict was
compounded by the COVID-19 pandemic, as
well as locust invasions and climatic shocks.
These converging factors took their toll on
populations, revealing deep seated barriers
to, and structural fissures within, systems for
the protection of human rights. The
pandemic particularly exposed the deplorable
conditions of public health care as well as
inequalities in access to basic socio-
economic rights. Meanwhile lockdowns and
curfews increased the risk of sexual and
other gender-based violence which targeted
women and girls while survivors struggled to
access legal aid, justice, and health care. On
the positive side, there were some notable
advances in the protection of women and
girls from discrimination, ranging from the
first ever marital rape conviction in Eswatini
to criminalization of female genital mutilation
(FGM) in Sudan.

Governments used excessive force to
enforce COVID-19 regulations and to break
up protests. The pandemic also served as a
pretext for governments to escalate
crackdowns and the repression of dissent.

Meanwhile, elections were characterized by
widespread human rights violations.

ARMED CONFLICT AND
ATTACKS ON CIVILIANS

Conflicts with armed groups and attacks on
civilians continued or escalated in most parts
of the region. Armed groups maintained a
foothold in West Africa and the Sahel region,
attacking civilians in Burkina Faso, Mali,
Niger and Nigeria. In response, state security
forces also committed grave human rights
violations against civilians. In Central Africa,
armed groups blighted many lives in
Cameroon, the Central African Republic
(CAR) and Chad. In Southern Africa, the long
simmering violence in Mozambique’s Cabo
Delgado province intensified, becoming a
full-blown armed conflict. The Great Lakes
and Horn of Africa regions remained home to
protracted conflicts. In the Democratic
Republic of the Congo (DRC), Somalia, South
Sudan and Sudan, conflicts continued to
fester, albeit with varying degrees of intensity
and geographical coverage. A new conflict
flared in the Tigray region of Ethiopia, a
country also plagued by communal violence.

Between February and April, governments
in Burkina Faso, Mali and Niger increased
military operations to fight armed groups. In
the process, security forces committed
serious human rights violations against
civilians, notably extrajudicial executions and
enforced disappearances. In Nigeria,
government forces launched indiscriminate
attacks in the context of the conflict in the
Northeast. In one such incident, at least 10
children and seven women were killed when
the Air Force bombed a village in Borno
state.

In Mozambique, by September, 1,500
people had been killed in the conflict in the
Cabo Delgado province. While armed groups
beheaded civilians, burned houses, looted
villages and abducted women and girls,
security forces arbitrarily detained, forcibly
disappeared, tortured and extrajudicially
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executed alleged armed groups members or
sympathizers.

In Somalia, the US military’s Africa
Command (USAFRICOM) continued to use
drones and manned aircrafts to carry out
more than 53 airstrikes during the year. Two
airstrikes in February killed two civilians and
injured three others. In South Sudan,
sporadic clashes between parties to the
armed conflict continued. Soldiers looted
civilians’ belongings, burned villages and
destroyed properties, including hospitals,
churches and schools.

In Burkina Faso, clashes between armed
groups, and attacks against civilians, often
along ethnic lines, continued. Attacks and
killings by different armed groups took place
in villages, mosques and cattle markets in the
Northern, Sahel and Eastern regions of the
country. In Mali, dozens of civilians were
killed by various armed groups, especially in
the central regions. Notably, in July, gunmen
thought to be affiliated with the Group for the
Support of Islam and Muslims, attacked
several villages in the Tori and Diallassagou
communes, killing at least 32 civilians. In
Nigeria, Boko Haram was responsible for
more than 420 civilian deaths and continued
to recruit child soldiers and abduct women
and girls.

The crisis in the Anglophone region of
Cameroon continued unabated. Separatist
armed groups targeted people perceived as
government supporters. A new low in October
saw gunmen Kill eight school children and
injure several others in the South-West
region. In the Far North region, the armed
group Boko Haram continued to carry out
hundreds of attacks targeting civilians.

Inter-communal violence intensified in
Ethiopia. In November, at least 54 people
from the Amhara ethnic group in Gawa
Qanga village in Guliso District of West
Welega Zone were killed in an attack by
suspected members of the Oromo Liberation
Army, an armed group. In the same month,
an armed conflict erupted in the Tigray region
and scores of ethnic-Amhara residents, likely
hundreds, were massacred in Mai-Kadra
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town on 9 November. This attack was carried
out by local militia.

In Niger, armed groups, including the
Islamic State in the Greater Sahara (ISGS),
targeted civilians and humanitarian workers.
In June, 10 humanitarian workers were
abducted by gunmen in Bossey Bangou in
the Tillabéry region while in August, seven
humanitarian workers were killed by ISGS
members at the Kouré giraffe reserve. Similar
violations were recorded in CAR where there
were 267 attacks against aid workers,
resulting in two deaths. In Mali, attacks by
armed groups extended to UN personnel, two
of whom were killed.

Al-Shabaab continued to target civilians
and civilian infrastructure in Somalia. In
August, it detonated a car bomb in a
beachside hotel in the capital, Mogadishu,
killing at least 11 people and injuring 18
others. In South Sudan, fighting between
ethnic groups and clans surged, resulting in
the killing of at least 600 people and 450
injuries and the displacement of thousands
more.

All parties to armed conflicts should
immediately end indiscriminate or targeted
attacks on civilians, non-combatants or
civilian infrastructure. The African Union
(AU), the UN and member states need to
enhance pressure for protection of civilians
and respect of international law during
conflicts.

IMPUNITY

Impunity for crimes under international law
and other serious human rights violations and
abuses remained pervasive. In conflict
countries, the pursuit of justice presented a
mixed picture of progress undercut by
retrogressive steps taken by governments.

CAR's criminal court of Bangui convicted
five leaders of the armed group Anti-Balaka
of war crimes and crimes against humanity in
February while the Special Criminal Court
confirmed in September that 10 cases were
under investigation. Yet several armed group
leaders continued to hold roles in



government while their members committed
human rights abuses.

In DRC, the North-Kivu operational military
court sentenced Ntabo Ntaberi alias Sheka,
leader of the militia group Nduma Defence of
Congo, to life imprisonment for crimes
against civilians in North-Kivu between 2007
and 2017. Charges included rape of some
400 women, men and children in 2010.

In South Sudan, civilian and military courts
convicted several soldiers of conflict-related
sexual violence. At the same time, there was
no discernible action to establish the Hybrid
Court for South Sudan, provided for in the
2015 and 2018 peace agreements.
Moreover, the President appointed a former
opposition commander suspected of
widespread conflict-related sexual violence as
governor of Western Equatoria state.

ICC

There were new developments at the ICC
concerning several country situations,
including Mali, Nigeria and Sudan.

In June, Ali Muhammad Ali Abd-Al-
Rahman (also known as Ali Kushayb), a
former Sudanese senior militia commander,
surrendered to the ICC after 13 years spent
evading justice for crimes against humanity
and war crimes allegedly committed in
Darfur. However, by the year’s end, the
Sudanese authorities had failed to hand over
former President al-Bashir and two others to
the ICC to answer allegations against them.

In July, the trial of Al Hasan ag Abdoul Aziz
ag Mohamed before the ICC began. He is
accused of crimes against humanity and war
crimes committed in Timbuktu while he was
a member of the Ansar Eddine, an armed
group which controlled the city during the
Islamist occupation of northern Mali between
2012 and 2013.

In December, the Office of the Prosecutor
of the ICC concluded a 10-year preliminary
investigation into crimes against humanity
and war crimes allegedly committed by Boko
Haram and Nigerian security forces. It
decided it will request authorization to open a
formal investigation.
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Developments connected to the 1994
genocide in Rwanda included the arrest, in
France during May, of Félicien Kabuga,
suspected chief financier of the genocide,
and his transfer in October to the custody of
the International Residual Mechanism for
Criminal Tribunals (IRMCT) in The Hague.
Also in May, the IRMCT'’s Chief Prosecutor
confirmed that Augustin Bizimana, indicted
by the International Criminal Tribunal for
Rwanda in 2001 for genocide, had died in
2000 in the Republic of the Congo.

African governments must re-commit to the
fight against impunity by undertaking
thorough, independent, impartial, effective,
and transparent investigations into crimes
under international law and by bringing
suspected perpetrators to justice.

REPRESSION OF DISSENT
AND FREEDOMS

In a region where state overreach and
repression were already major concerns,
2020 saw the situation worsen. Governments
took advantage of the COVID-19 pandemic to
intensify restrictions on the rights to freedom
of expression, peaceful assembly and
association. In almost every country
monitored, states of emergency were
imposed to curb the spread of COVID-19.
However, these measures were frequently
used to violate human rights, including by
security forces using excessive force to
enforce them.

Crackdowns on human rights in the
context of elections also deepened. While 22
elections were scheduled to take place,
several were postponed or suspended. Those
that went ahead took place in a climate of
fear and formed the backdrop for widespread
human rights violations.

EXCESSIVE USE OF FORCE

The use of excessive force to enforce
COVID-19 regulations was common. In many
instances, such force led to deaths and
injuries, including in Angola, Kenya, South
Africa, Togo and Uganda.
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In Angola, a 14-year-old boy was among
dozens of people shot dead by the police. In
Kenya, at least six people, including a 13-
year-old boy, died from police violence in the
first 10 days of a nationwide curfew. While
the President publicly apologized, police
excesses continued throughout the year.

In Rwanda, an outcry on social media
prompted the President and the Minister of
Justice to condemn police violence in curfew
enforcement and promise accountability. In
Uganda, security forces killed at least 12
people, including an 80-year-old woman. In
South Africa, the death of Collins Khosa after
he was brutally beaten by military and police
officers enforcing a national lockdown
reflected a longstanding concern about the
security forces’ use of excessive force.

CRACKDOWN ON PEACEFUL PROTESTS
Security forces continued to unleash violence
on peaceful protesters. In Ethiopia, security
forces used excessive force to break up
protests, killing hundreds of people. In June,
the violent dispersal of protests triggered by
the killing of a renowned Oromiffa musician,
led to at least 166 deaths in Oromia alone. In
August, security forces killed at least 16
people following protests over the arrest of
zone administration officials, community
leaders and activists in Wolaita zone.

In Nigeria, the #EndSARS protests led to
the dissolution of the Special Anti-Robbery
Squad (SARS), a police unit notorious for
human rights violations. But this came at a
heavy price when, in October, at least 56
people were killed nationwide as security
forces attempted to control or stop the
protests. Among the dead were 12 killed after
the military opened fire on protesters at the
Lekki Toll Gate in Lagos city.

In Guinea, seven people were killed in May
during demonstrations against the security
forces’ enforcement of COVID-19 movement
restrictions. Many more died during
demonstrations against a bid to change the
Constitution to allow President Conde to run
for a third term. On 22 March, the day of the
constitutional referendum, 12 demonstrators
were killed, nine of them by gunfire. In the
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days following the October presidential
election, security forces killed at least 16
people while they protested the results.

Crackdowns on protests took other forms,
including unlawful bans, judicial harassment
and arbitrary arrests. In Burkina Faso, several
protests were arbitrarily banned or stopped,
including a January sit-in outside the
Ouagadougou Court that had been organized
to demand justice for the killing of 50 people
by an armed group in 2019. In Cote d'lvoire,
dozens of people were arbitrarily arrested in
August for having participated in
demonstrations against President Ouattara’s
running for a third term. In Cameroon,
authorities issued a nationwide ban on
demonstrations after the opposition
Cameroon Renaissance Movement (MRC)
called for street action against the
government’s decision to hold regional
elections in December. On 22 September, at
least 500 MRC supporters who turned up for
protests were arbitrarily arrested.

On a positive note, Uganda’s Constitutional
Court in March nullified parts of the Public
Order Management Act which had given
police excessive powers to prohibit public
gatherings and protests.

ATTACKS ON HUMAN RIGHTS
DEFENDERS AND OPPOSITION
ACTIVISTS

Even amid a pandemic, attacks on human
rights defenders and opposition activists did
not relent. This was particularly the case in
countries that held or headed towards
elections, like Burundi, Cote d'lvoire, Guinea,
Niger, Tanzania and Uganda.

In Burundi, more than 600 opposition
party members were arrested before and
during election day on 20 May. In Niger, a
wave of arrests of political activists preceded
the December presidential election. In
Tanzania, at least 77 opposition leaders and
supporters were arrested and arbitrarily
detained in the aftermath of the October
elections. Before the Tanzanian elections,
authorities had suspended the activities or
frozen the bank accounts of several human
rights NGOs.
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Elsewhere, human rights defenders were
abducted, forcibly disappeared or killed. In
Mali, an anti-corruption activist was abducted
by hooded intelligence service agents and
detained incommunicado for 12 days.
Spurious charges brought against him were
later thrown out by a court. In Mozambique,
security forces arrested two activists who
were later found dead along with another 12
civilians. Meanwhile, community radio
journalist Ibraimo Abl Mbaruco was forcibly
disappeared by army officers; his
whereabouts were unknown at the end of the
year.

In Niger, South Sudan and Zimbabwe,
human rights defenders and activists
exposing allegations of corruption and
demanding accountability were particularly
targeted. In Zimbabwe, the criminal justice
system was misused to persecute
investigative journalist Hopewell Chin’ono,
among other human rights defenders.

A few positive developments were
recorded. A Ugandan High Court ordered the
release of Stella Nyanzi for wrongful
conviction and violation of her human rights,
in February, days before she had completed
an 18-month prison sentence after a
magistrate’s court found her guilty of the
cyber harassment of the President. In June,
the Burundian Supreme Court set aside an
appeal court decision upholding Germain
Rukuki’s conviction and ordered a fresh
hearing of the appeal.

MEDIA FREEDOM

Repression of dissent was also manifest in
governments’ curtailment of media freedom.
In Mozambique, unidentified assailants
firebombed the offices of independent
newspaper, Canal de Mogambique, around
the same time that the authorities issued
trumped-up charges against two of the
paper’s senior staff members. In Tanzania,
newspapers and broadcasting stations critical
of the government were penalized,
suspended or banned. Regulations on radio
and television broadcasting were also
amended to limit international media
coverage of the elections.
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In Togo, a new Press and Communication
Code passed in January provided for
journalists to be punished with hefty fines for
insulting government officials. In March, two
newspapers were suspended for running a
story about the French ambassador. A third
newspaper was suspended for criticizing the
suspensions. Journalists, including in Niger
and the Republic of the Congo, were also
harassed for criticizing the governments’
response to COVID-19.

In a positive development, Somalia’s
Attorney General established the office of a
Special Prosecutor to deal with crimes
against journalists.

Governments must ensure that security
forces act in accordance with international
human rights standards on the use of force
and firearms and that cases of excessive
use of force are promptly, thoroughly,
independently and transparently
investigated and suspected perpetrators
brought to justice.

They must respect the rights to freedom of
expression and peaceful assembly, release
all those arbitrarily detained, and carry out
prompt, effective and transparent
investigations into reports of excessive use
of force against protesters, bring to justice
suspected perpetrators and ensure access
to justice and effective remedies for
victims.

They must end harassment and intimidation
of human rights defenders and immediately
and unconditionally release those who are
detained or imprisoned.

Governments must respect media freedom
and ensure that media outlets are free to
operate independently, and that media
practitioners are able to carry out their job
without intimidation, harassment and fear
of reprisals.
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ECONOMIC, SOCIAL AND
CULTURAL RIGHTS

RIGHT TO HEALTH

The first case of COVID-19 in sub-Saharan
Africa was reported in Nigeria on 28
February. By the year’s end, there were more
than 2.6 million confirmed cases and more
than 63,000 COVID-19-related deaths
throughout Africa. With a dire lack of medical
equipment, such as ventilators and PPE for
health workers, most health care systems in
the region were ill-prepared to respond
adequately to the pandemic. Insufficient
testing capacity led to serious delays in the
provision of test results. Lesotho, for instance,
had no testing capacity until mid-May, before
which samples were sent to South Africa.

Some countries withheld or stopped
publishing COVID-19-related information,
while others disregarded WHO public health
guidance. In May, the governments of
Burundi and Equatorial Guinea expelled
senior WHO staff members from their
countries. Response to the pandemic was
also hampered by poor road infrastructure,
and a lack of hospitals and health care
workers.

The pandemic highlighted decades of
neglect and chronic under-resourcing of
public health sectors across the region,
despite commitments made by African
governments in 2001 to devote at least 15%
of their annual budgets to health care. The
pandemic also exposed inherent corruption
in the sector. Theft and misappropriation of
COVID-19 funds, medical equipment and
care packages were reported in many
countries, including in Kenya, Nigeria, South
Africa, Zambia and Zimbabwe.

On the positive side, at least 20
governments in the region sought to
decongest prisons as part of broader
responses to the pandemic. Even so, most
prisons in the region remained overcrowded,
putting prisoners’ health at risk.
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HEALTH WORKERS’ RIGHTS

Governments across the region failed to
adequately protect health workers from
exposure to COVID-19. Workers operated in
insanitary and unsafe environments due to
shortages of PPE and sanitizers. In South
Africa, by early August, at least 240 health
workers had died after contracting COVID-19.
By July, about 2,065 health workers in Ghana
had been infected and six had died due to
COVID-19-related complications.

Despite facing increased workloads and
additional occupational risks, health workers
in most countries remained without adequate
compensation. As the pandemic’s impact
became unbearable, health workers resorted
to industrial action to demand better working
conditions. Health workers across the region
raised their concerns through formal
complaints, protests and strikes, including in
Burkina Faso, Kenya, Lesotho, the Republic
of the Congo, Sierra Leone, South Africa,
Togo and Zimbabwe. Meanwhile,
governments responded with various forms of
reprisal.

In Equatorial Guinea, a nurse faced
executive and judicial harassment for
complaining in a WhatsApp message about
the lack of oxygen in Malabo’s Sampaka
Hospital. In Zimbabwe, 17 nurses were
arrested for contravening lockdown
regulations after they protested to demand
improved wages and working conditions.

IMPACT ON LIVELIHOOD AND THE RIGHT
TO FOOD

COVID-19 had a devastating impact on the
region’s already fragile economies. Curfews,
lockdowns and stay-at-home orders had a
disproportionate impact on people working in
the informal economy who constituted 71%
of the region’s workforce. Many of them lost
their livelihoods and incomes and could not
afford food or other essential supplies. This
exacerbated an already dire situation for
those facing long-term food insecurity
including as a result of recurrent droughts
and the locust invasions.

23



Businesses and companies were forced to
stop operations, leaving thousands of workers
unemployed. In Lesotho, more than 40,000
workers in the mining and manufacturing
sectors were laid off. While most
governments implemented social relief
programmes, including the provision of food
to those living in poverty, this support was
often insufficient.

FORCED EVICTIONS

Governments also continued to violate the
right to adequate housing even as COVID-19
highlighted its importance. In Ethiopia,
Ghana and Kenya, government demolitions of
informal settlements in the capital cities of
Addis Ababa, Accra and Nairobi,
respectively, left thousands of people
homeless and at greater risk of contracting
COVID-19. Meanwhile in Eswatini and
Lesotho, thousands lived in perpetual fear of
forcible eviction by the authorities and private
actors.

In a positive development, the Zambian
High Court ruled in April that the forced
displacement of the Serenije rural
communities from their ancestral land
violated a series of their human rights.

RIGHT TO EDUCATION

The COVID-19 pandemic disrupted learning
as schools were shut down across the region,
especially in the first half of the year. The use
of online education meant that millions of
children were unable to access their right to
education due to lack of appropriate
technology. This also entrenched existing
patterns of inequality and poverty. In conflict-
ridden countries, like Burkina Faso,
Cameroon and Mali, access to education was
also undermined by insecurity and constant
attacks by armed groups.

African governments must utilize the
maximum available resources to urgently
address the chronic under-resourcing of
public health sectors and also seek further
regional and international co-operation to
strengthen their health care systems. They
must also listen to and address safety and
other concerns of health workers and end
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all forms of harassments and arbitrary
prosecutions.

Governments must also ensure that
evictions comply with international
standards and that all children have access
to education.

RIGHTS OF REFUGEES,
ASYLUM-SEEKERS,
MIGRANTS AND
INTERNALLY DISPLACED
PEOPLE

Millions of people continued to be displaced
from their homes by armed conflict,
humanitarian crises and persistent human
rights violations. In Burkina Faso, the number
of internally displaced people reached 1
million. In CAR, 660,000 people had been
displaced by conflict by 31 July. Eritreans
continued to flee the country in droves,
primarily to avoid indefinite national service.
In Somalia, a worsening humanitarian crisis
arising from conflict, drought, floods and a
locust invasion had displaced almost
900,000 people by August. In Mozambique,
by September, the conflict in Cabo Delgado
had displaced over 250,000 people
Refugees, migrants, and asylum-seekers
were among those disproportionately affected
by COVID-19. Border closures left many of
them stranded. The South African
government’s COVID-19 social relief
programmes excluded refugees and asylum-
seekers during the first half of the year.
Governments must respect the right to seek
asylum. They must keep borders open for
refugees and asylum-seekers, while taking
appropriate public health measures at
border crossing points. Governments must
also guarantee access for all asylum-
seekers, refugees and migrants to national
health and social protection systems.
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DISCRIMINATION AND
MARGINALIZATION

VIOLENCE AGAINST WOMEN AND GIRLS
COVID-19 lockdowns or curfews increased
the risk of sexual and gender-based violence
which targeted women and girls. Survivors
often struggled to access justice, health care,
legal aid and counselling services. In South
Africa, sexual and gender-based violence
continued to soar with a rate almost five
times higher than the global average.
COVID-19 also had a devastating effect on
women’s reproductive health and rights as it
disrupted access to maternal health care
services.

Rape and other sexual and gender-based
violence also continued in conflict situations.
In CAR, the UN recorded 60 cases of
conflict-related sexual violence, including
rape, forced marriage, and sexual slavery,
between June and October. In DRC, there
was an increase in sexual violence against
women and girls in the context of the conflict
in the east.

There were, however, some advances in
the protection from discrimination of women
and girls. In January, a man was convicted of
marital rape for the first time in Eswatini. In
February, South Africa announced that it
would draft a regional treaty on violence
against women. Sudan criminalized FGM in
April. The following month, the Rwandan
President pardoned 36 women convicted for
abortion. Sierra Leone established the first
Sexual Offences Model Court to fast-track
rape cases in July.

PEOPLE WITH ALBINISM

People with albinism continued to face
violent attacks and mutilation. In Zambia, the
dismembered body of a 43-year-old man was
discovered in March; his eyes, tongue and
arms had been removed. In April, a man’s
body was exhumed from a grave and his
body parts stolen. In Malawi, the grave of a
two-year-old boy was tampered with in
January. The following month, a 92-year-old
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woman had two toes severed in an attack by
an unidentified assailant.

RIGHTS OF LESBIAN, GAY, BISEXUAL,
TRANSGENDER AND INTERSEX (LGBTI)
PEOPLE

Discrimination against LGBTI people
continued and consensual same-sex relations
remained criminalized in most countries. In
Madagascar, a woman was held in pre-trial
detention on charges of “corruption of
minors” after she was suspected of having a
consensual same-sex relationship with a 19-
year-old woman. In Eswatini, the authorities
rejected an application from the LGBTI
advocacy group, Eswatini Sexual and Gender
Minorities, for registration. In Uganda, police
arrested 23 youths from a shelter for LGBTI
people on the pretext of enforcing COVID-19
directives. While four were released on
medical grounds during the first three days of
arrest, the rest were held for 44 days without
access to their lawyers and medical
treatment.

Governments should strengthen measures
for prevention of and protection from
gender-based violence especially in the
context of lockdowns, curfews and conflict
situations. More steps are also needed to
eliminate all forms of discrimination against
women and girls, in law and in practice,
including ensuring conformity with
international obligations.

African governments must take measures to
end all forms of attacks and discrimination
against marginalized groups. Urgent
measures are needed to offer effective
protections for people with albinism, to
bring suspected perpetrators of crimes to
justice and to ensure access to justice and
effective remedies for victims. Governments
must also repeal laws which marginalize
LGBTI people and criminalize same-sex
relations.
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AMERICAS
REGIONAL
OVERVIEW

The Americas began 2020 as the world’s
most unequal region and the impact of the
COVID-19 pandemic exacerbated this
inequality. Some of those most affected
were from marginalized communities and,
by the end of the year, poverty levels were
set to soar. Government responses to the
crisis had far reaching impacts on human
rights, with frequently devastating
consequences for vast numbers of people.

COVID-19 restrictions hit the region’s large
informal economy hard, while government
measures frequently undermined the social,
economic and cultural rights of those in the
most precarious situations. Confused health
messages, lack of transparency and
inadequate protective measures for
marginalized communities compounded
already weak and unequal access to health
care, with devastating results. The region,
home to just 13% of the world’s population,
recorded 49% of all COVID-19 deaths
globally. Lack of PPE, plus poor and
precarious working conditions, exacted a
terrible toll on health workers, who were often
prohibited from speaking out and sanctioned
if they did.

Across the region, COVID-19 confinement
measures led to a marked increase in
violence against women, including domestic
violence and killings. Almost everywhere,
measures to protect women and girls were
inadequate. In some countries support
programmes were cut; in others, state actors
themselves perpetrated the violence. Several
governments did not do enough to prioritize
sexual and reproductive health as essential
services during the pandemic.

Freedom of expression was threatened by
governments in at least a dozen countries.
Rights to freedom of association and peaceful
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assembly were also denied or unduly
restricted by the police or military, with
unlawful use of force recorded in more than a
dozen countries. Impunity and a lack of
access to justice remained a serious concern.

Arbitrary arrests were common and often
linked to the enforcement of COVID-19
restrictions. In some countries, people were
forcibly quarantined in state-run centres that
failed to meet sanitary and physical
distancing standards. A denial of the right to
health was also seen in the prison systems of
about one third of the region’s countries.

Some governments detained refugees,
asylum-seekers and migrants in conditions
that left them at high risk of contracting
COVID-19. Others forcibly returned people
without proper consideration of their asylum
claims.

The unprecedent Regional Agreement on
Access to Information, Public Participation
and Justice in Environmental Matters in Latin
America and the Caribbean (Escazu
Agreement) was finally set to come into force,
following its ratification by Mexico in
November. However, the rights of Indigenous
Peoples remained under threat and the
Americas continued to be one of the world’s
most dangerous regions for human rights
defenders, especially those working on issues
related to the land, territory and the
environment.

ECONOMIC, SOCIAL AND
CULTURAL RIGHTS

In October, the UN Economic Commission for
Latin America and the Caribbean forecast
that the region’s economies would contract
by 9.1%, with 37.3% of the population living
in poverty by the end of the year: the worst
figure since 2006.

In some cases, the hardship was
particularly severe. By June, 40.9% of the
Argentine population was living in poverty. In
July, 96% of Venezuelan households were in
income poverty, with 79% in extreme income
poverty and unable to purchase basic foods.
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Many governments failed to mitigate the
social and economic effects of COVID-19 on
the most vulnerable. In Brazil, financial aid to
those on a low income was insufficient and
implementation of the federal assistance
programme was flawed. In Guatemala,
neighbourhoods and communities were left
without access to water, preventing people
from adopting appropriate hygiene practices
during the pandemic.

Some government measures resulted in
discriminatory practices that undermined
social, economic and cultural rights. For
example, the Colombian government stepped
up its forced eradication of coca production,
despite its effects on campesino communities
that depend on coca for their livelihoods. In
Venezuela, the government delayed providing
full access to the World Food Programme
while national food distribution systems
continued to operate according to politically
discriminatory criteria. The governments of
Ecuador and Mexico implemented austerity
measures at the height of the pandemic
without sufficient protection of the basic
social and economic needs of disadvantaged
individuals and groups.

Governments must guarantee access to
economic, social and cultural rights without
discrimination. Plans for economic recovery
should include all necessary measures to
address the disproportionate effects that
the pandemic and the crisis has had on
certain people historically disadvantaged
due to ethno-racial, gender, legal and socio-
economic status. Before embarking on
austerity measures, states must
exhaustively examine all other options and
conduct a human rights impact assessment,
as well as prioritizing the most
disadvantaged people when allocating
resources.

RIGHT TO HEALTH

The pandemic had a devastating impact in
many countries where access to health care
was limited and unequal. During the year,
more than 750,000 people died from
COVID-19 in the Americas. In terms of
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recorded COVID-19 deaths per million
inhabitants, the countries worst affected were
Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Mexico, Peru and the
USA.

Many governments broadly followed World
Health Organization (WHO) guidelines in their
responses to the pandemic. However, the
governments of Brazil, Nicaragua, the USA
and Venezuela often issued confused health
messages, failed to implement policies to
protect those most at risk and showed a lack
of transparency.

In Brazil, health messages from federal
and state authorities were often contradictory,
while measures to mitigate the impact of
COVID-19 among Indigenous Peoples were
ineffective. According to the Articulation of
Indigenous Peoples of Brazil, 158 Indigenous
Peoples were affected by the pandemic and
by 8 October more than 840 deaths had
been registered.

In Nicaragua, the authorities promoted
mass gatherings where physical distancing
was not possible and official information
about the response to COVID-19 lacked
transparency.

In the USA, inadequate and uneven
government responses to the pandemic had
a disproportionate and discriminatory impact
on many people based on their race, socio-
economic status and other characteristics.
The USA also initiated its withdrawal from the
WHO.

In Venezuela, there was a lack of
transparency from the authorities on testing,
rates of infection and deaths due to
COVID-19. There were also reports that
pregnant women suspected of having
COVID-19 were denied adequate care by
public health services.

HEALTH WORKERS

The pandemic had a devastating impact on
health care workers in the region; at least
8,000 died with COVID-19, 5,655 of

whom were from Peru. On 2 September, the
Pan American Health Organization reported
that some 570,000 health care workers had
contracted COVID-19 in the Americas, “the
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highest number of health care workers
infected in the world”.

Health professionals in almost every
country complained about governments’
failure to provide sufficient PPE and safe
working conditions, which many blamed for
high levels of deaths and infections. El
Salvador’s President vetoed Decree 620,
which aimed to guarantee health insurance
and biosafety equipment to health workers;
the Constitutional Chamber subsequently
declared the Decree constitutional. The
Brazilian Association of Collective Health and
the Brazilian Society of Family and
Community Medicine criticized the lack of
social protection for health workers’ families
and precarious employment contracts.
Health workers in Mexico faced irregular
contracts and lack of sick pay and benefits.

Health workers who spoke out about
inadequate health provision and working
conditions faced sanctions. In several
Honduran hospitals, health workers were
asked to sign confidentiality agreements
prohibiting them from speaking publicly
about their concerns. In Nicaragua, at least
31 health workers were dismissed after
expressing concerns about working
conditions, lack of PPE and the state
response to the pandemic. Venezuelan
health workers who made critical public
statements about the government’s response
to the pandemic faced short-term detention
and subsequent restrictions.

PRISON CONDITIONS

Poor sanitary conditions and overcrowding
were features of many of the region’s prisons,
including in Brazil, Chile, El Salvador,
Nicaragua, Paraguay, Trinidad and Tobago
and the USA. Inadequate state measures
denied prisoners their right to health and put
them at risk of contracting and dying of
COVID-19.

Thousands of prisoners, including those
awaiting trial, were held in overcrowded and
insanitary conditions in Uruguay, which had
one of the highest incarceration rates in the
region.
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According to Brazil's National Council of
Justice, as of October, more than 39,000
cases and 199 deaths caused by COVID-19
had been registered in Brazilian prisons.

Between March and May, there were some
90 riots in different prisons in the region
protesting the precarious conditions and
increasing concern about COVID-19. In two
of the worst incidents, 73 people died, 50 in
Los Llanos in Venezuela and 23 in the
Modelo prison in Bogota, Colombia.
Governments have a duty to guarantee the
right to health of people held in custody.
This means ensuring that preventive care,
goods and services are available to
everybody. COVID-19 vaccine, treatment
and testing plans should be accessible,
inclusive and non-discriminatory. States
should consider factors that may heighten
an individual’s or a community’s risk to
COVID-19 and pay attention to marginalized
groups and those with intersecting
identities.

FREEDOM OF EXPRESSION

The right to freedom of expression was under
threat in Bolivia, Brazil, Cuba, Mexico,
Uruguay and Venezuela, sometimes because
of COVID-19 restrictions.

In Mexico, at least 19 journalists were
killed during the year. A letter signed by 650
journalists and intellectuals accused the
President of actions harmful to the right to
freedom of expression. Information also
emerged showing that the state news agency
was involved in a social media smear
campaign, allegedly financed with public
funds, against several journalists.

In Brazil, between January 2019 and
September 2020, members of the federal
government attacked journalists and their
work 449 times. In Venezuela, civil society
organizations reported that between January
and April 2020 there were more than 400
attacks on journalists and other media
workers, including intimidation, arbitrary
detentions and physical assaults. Health
workers and journalists reporting on the
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pandemic were also harassed, threatened
and charged with inciting hatred.

Between March and July, Nicaragua'’s
Observatory of Aggressions on the
Independent Press reported 351 attacks
including unjust prosecutions, arbitrary
detentions and harassment of media workers
and their families.

Governments should recognize the
important role journalists play in society
and ensure that they are able to carry out
their work free of harassment and violence.

EXCESSIVE USE OF FORCE

Excessive use of force by law enforcement
officials and the military was recorded in
more than a dozen countries in the region. It
was often used to deny people their right to
freedom of peaceful assembly, and
marginalized communities were
disproportionately targeted.

In Brazil, during the first six months of the
year, at least 3,181 people were killed by the
police, an increase of 7.1% compared to the
same period in 2019. According to the
Brazilian Public Security Forum, 79.1% of
the people killed by the police were Black.

Unlawful use of force by the police,
military and armed groups against
demonstrators was widespread in Venezuela.
The OHCHR reported that at least 1,324
people were killed in the country in the
context of security operations between 1
January and 31 May.

In the USA, at least 1,000 people were
killed in 2020 by police using firearms.
Between 26 May and 5 June alone 125
separate incidents were documented, in 40
states and Washington DC, of unlawful use of
force by the police against people protesting
at unlawful killings of Black people.

In other countries, there were also
examples of excessive or unnecessary use of
force in the context of the enforcement of
COVID-19 lockdowns. In Argentina, police
were involved in physical attacks on
members of an Indigenous community
during operations related to supposed
violations of COVID-19 restrictions. In Mexico,
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a 30-year-old bricklayer was beaten to death
by police after being detained in Jalisco state,
allegedly for not wearing a mask. In Chile, the
government filed over 1,000 lawsuits against
peaceful protesters using the State Security
Law, which is not in line with international
human rights law and can facilitate politically
motivated charges.

All governments should ensure that
protocols and practices are consistent with
international standards, including the UN
Basic Principles on the Use of Force and
Firearms by Law Enforcement Officials.

ARBITRARY DETENTION

Cases of arbitrary detention were reported in
the Dominican Republic, Guatemala, Mexico,
Nicaragua, Venezuela and at the US Naval
Base in Guantdnamo Bay. In some countries,
arbitrary detentions were linked to measures
adopted to curb the spread of COVID-19.

The Venezuelan human rights organization
Penal Forum reported that arbitrary,
politically motivated detention increased after
the declaration of a state of emergency in
March in response to the COVID-19
pandemic. It recorded 413 arbitrary
detentions as of October. Venezuelans
returning to the country were placed in
mandatory quarantine in state-run centres
from at least April onwards. By August,
90,000 people were officially reported to have
passed through the centres known as
Comprehensive Social Service Points.

In Mexico, police officers arbitrarily
detained at least 27 people during protests in
the city of Guadalajara in June. Protesters
were abducted in unmarked vehicles and
their whereabouts were unknown for several
hours.

In the Dominican Republic, police carried
out an estimated 85,000 detentions between
20 March and 30 June, for alleged non-
compliance with the evening curfew imposed
in response to the pandemic. Among those
detained were people on their way to buy
food and other essentials. After Guatemala
introduced a mandatory curfew in March,
more than 40,000 people were detained,

29



including people working in the informal
economy.

In some countries the authorities placed
tens of thousands of people in state-run
quarantine centres. These often fell well short
of minimum sanitary and physical distancing
standards to protect people from COVID-19.
In El Salvador, more than 2,000 people were
detained in such centres for alleged violations
of the mandatory quarantine imposed in
March; some were held for up to 40 days. In
Paraguay, some 8,000 people — mostly
Paraguayans returning from neighbouring
Brazil — were in mandatory quarantine as of
late June.

Governments in the region must not use the
pandemic as an excuse to justify excessive
use of force or arbitrary detention.
Repression is not protection.

IMPUNITY AND ACCESS TO
JUSTICE

Impunity for human rights violations and
crimes under international law remained a
serious concern in several countries —
including Bolivia, Brazil, Chile, EI Salvador,
Guatemala and Venezuela — as did violations
relating to the past US secret detention
programme.

Those responsible for human rights
violations during Bolivia’s post-election crisis
that began in October 2019 were not brought
to justice. At least 35 people were killed and
833 injured by the National Police and the
armed forces who used excessive force to
repress demonstrations. An International
Group of Independent Experts to investigate
these events, announced by the interim
government in January, was finally
established in November.

Chile’s National Human Rights Institute
expressed concern at the slow pace of
investigations into human rights violations
committed during mass protests in October
2019; formal charges against some of the
policemen involved were filed almost a year
after the incidents took place. Administrative
investigations and sanctions by the Chilean
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National Police were ineffective and often
based on less serious administrative
offences.

In September, the independent UN Fact-
Finding Mission on Venezuela called for
those suspected of criminal responsibility for
crimes against humanity to be held
accountable. The Mission investigated 53
extrajudicial executions and 5,094 killings by
members of the security forces. The Mission
concluded: “these crimes were coordinated
and committed pursuant to State policies,
with the knowledge or direct support of
commanding officers and senior government
officials.”

Governments must ensure redress and
reparation for victims of human rights
violations, carry out prompt and impartial
investigations and bring those bearing
criminal responsibility to justice in fair
trials to break the cycle of violations
fostered by impunity.

VIOLENCE AGAINST
WOMEN AND GIRLS

Across the region, COVID-19 confinement
measures led to a marked increase in
violence against women, including domestic
violence, rape, homicide and femicide.

One of the worst affected countries was
Mexico: in 2020, 3,752 killings of women
had been reported, 969 of which were
investigated as femicides. Over the year,
reports of incidents of violence against
women in the country were set to exceed the
197,693 reported in 2019.

In Brazil, almost 120,000 cases of physical
domestic violence were reported in the first
six months of the year. The femicide rate
increased in 14 out of 26 states between
March and May, with increases of between
100% and 400% in some states.

In Colombia, according to the NGO No es
Hora de Callar, 99 femicides were reported in
the first six months of 2020, including cases
in which women were impaled, set on fire,
sexually abused, tortured and dismembered.
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In Argentina, emergency calls about
violence against women to helplines had
increased by over 18% compared to 2019,
and there were at least 298 femicides
according to civil society monitoring groups.

In some countries, government leaders
downplayed violence against women and cut
support programmes. In others, state actors
themselves perpetrated the violence. For
example, in the Dominican Republic, which
has one of the highest rates of gender-based
killings of women in the world, the authorities
failed to implement a national protocol for
investigating torture. This was despite
compelling evidence that the police routinely
raped, beat and humiliated women engaged
in sex work in actions that may amount to
torture or other ill-treatment.

Measures to protect women and girls were
inadequate throughout the region and cases
of violence against women were not
thoroughly investigated. For example, in its
response to recommendations from the UN
Committee against Torture, the Canadian
government failed to commit to ensure justice
for survivors of forced and coerced
sterilization of Indigenous women and girls.

In the USA, where gun shops were
classified as essential businesses during the
pandemic, an exponential rise in purchases
of firearms increased the risks of gun
violence against women and children from
unsecured firearms in homes where people
were forced to quarantine with their abusers.
The COVID-19 pandemic underscored and
intensified the global crisis of violence
against women and girls. The voices of
women and girls must be central to
governments’ post-COVID-19 recovery
plans, which should prioritize eliminating
gender-based violence and addressing its
root causes.

SEXUAL AND
REPRODUCTIVE HEALTH
AND RIGHTS

Many governments — including those of
Argentina, Chile, Paraguay, Peru, Uruguay
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and Venezuela — did not do enough to
prioritize sexual and reproductive health as
essential services during the pandemic. This
was an indirect consequence of strained
health care systems, disruption in care and
redirected resources to the pandemic.

By August, Paraguay’s Ministry of Health
had registered 339 births to girls aged
between 10 and 14, and 9,382 births to
adolescents aged 15 to 19. In June, Peru’s
Ombudsperson’s Office highlighted cases
where emergency kits for victims of sexual
violence were not being provided to girls and
women during the pandemic.

A bill to legalize abortion was approved by
the Argentinian Congress in December.

Despite some signs of progress, abortion
remained criminalized in most countries in
the region, posing a serious obstacle to the
right to health. In the Dominican Republic, El
Salvador, Haiti, Honduras, Jamaica and
Nicaragua there was a total ban on abortion,
while in countries such as Brazil, Guatemala
and Paraguay it was only permitted to save a
woman’s life. In El Salvador, 18 women
remained in jail on charges related to
obstetric emergencies.

Governments must ensure access to sexual
and reproductive rights, including abortion,
and repeal laws that criminalize the
procedure.

RIGHTS OF LESBIAN, GAY,
BISEXUAL, TRANSGENDER
AND INTERSEX (LGBTI)
PEOPLE

LGBTI people were the targets of violence
and killings in several countries in the region,
including Colombia, Honduras, Paraguay,
Puerto Rico and the USA. At least 287 trans
and gender-diverse people were killed in the
continent. The most deaths in a single
country happened in Brazil.

COVID-19 also had an impact on LGBTI
people. As health systems focused on the
pandemic, other key services for LGBTI
people, such as mental health and sexual
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counselling, were harder to access. In many
countries, HIV testing has been suspended.
Despite some positive judicial rulings in
Bolivia and Chile, same-sex partnerships and
marriage were not recognized in many
countries.
Governments must ensure mechanisms to
protect LGBTI people against all forms of
violence and discrimination and include
their specific needs in measures to reduce
the socio-economic impact of the
pandemic.

RIGHTS OF INDIGENOUS
PEOPLES

Indigenous Peoples in the Americas were
heavily affected by the COVID-19 pandemic
because of inadequate access to clean water,
sanitation, health services and social
benefits, as well as a lack of culturally
appropriate mechanisms to protect their
rights to health and livelihoods. This was
particularly acute in Argentina, Bolivia, Chile,
Colombia, Ecuador, Paraguay, Peru and
Venezuela.

In many countries, governments failed to
ensure the free, prior and informed consent
of Indigenous Peoples before allowing major
extractive, agricultural and infrastructure
projects affecting them to proceed. In
Argentina, concerns remained over projects
for possible lithium extraction on Indigenous
Peoples’ lands without the consent of
affected communities. In several countries
mining was declared an essential sector
during the pandemic, exposing Indigenous
Peoples to contagion.

In Brazil, the rights of Indigenous Peoples
and other traditional communities continued
to be threatened by illegal mining, wildfires
and the seizure of land for illegal cattle
farming and agrobusiness. The National
Institute for Space Research registered a
9.5% increase in forest destruction in Brazil
between August 2019 and July 2020
compared to the same period a year earlier.

In Canada, there was some progress in
recognizing the land rights of Indigenous
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Peoples. However, Canada’s Federal Court of
Appeal dismissed an appeal by Indigenous
groups challenging construction of the Trans
Mountain pipeline.

Governments must ensure the right of
Indigenous Peoples to free, prior and
informed consent on all projects affecting
their rights substantially.

RIGHTS OF REFUGEES,
ASYLUM-SEEKERS AND
MIGRANTS

Tens of thousands of people — mostly from
Cuba, El Salvador, Honduras and Venezuela
— continued to flee violence, poverty and
inequality.

As part of COVID-19 border control
measures, some governments, including
Canada, Peru and the USA, prohibited the
entry of refugees, asylum-seekers and
migrants. Many countries, including
Colombia, Guatemala, Mexico, Trinidad and
Tobago, and the USA, forcibly returned
people without proper consideration of their
refugee and asylum claims.

The US authorities halted all processing of
asylum-seekers on the US-Mexico border
and unlawfully detained and expelled nearly
330,000 migrants and asylum-seekers
between March and September, including
approximately 13,000 unaccompanied
children. In Mexico, migrants, refugees, and
asylum-seekers continued to be subject to
excessive use of force and arbitrary detention
by the authorities, and abductions, assaults
and killings by non-state actors. The Mexican
authorities detained 87,260 migrants,
including more than 11,000 children, and
deported 53,891 people.

Refugees, asylum-seekers and migrants
detained in immigration centres in Mexico,
Trinidad and Tobago, and the USA were at
high risk of contracting COVID-19 due to poor
sanitary conditions and the impossibility of
physical distancing. For example, despite a
serious outbreak of COVID-19 in civil
immigration detention facilities, US
Immigration and Customs Enforcement

Amnesty International Report 2020/21



refused to release detainees, over 8,000 of
whom contracted the virus in detention.
Governments should release all people held
in detention solely for immigration purposes
and ensure refugees and asylum-seekers are
protected in accordance with international
law.

HUMAN RIGHTS
DEFENDERS

The Americas remained one of the world’s
most dangerous regions to defend human
rights.

Human rights defenders were killed in
Brazil, Colombia, Mexico, Peru and
Venezuela. A 2020 report by the NGO Global
Witness described Colombia as the world’s
most lethal country for environmental and
human rights workers. By August, the
OHCHR had documented 97 killings of
human rights defenders and verified 45
homicides in the country.

Human rights defenders and journalists
were also subjected to attacks, threats,
prosecutions, arbitrary detention and
unlawful surveillance in Bolivia, Brazil,
Colombia, Cuba, Ecuador, EI Salvador,
Guatemala, Honduras, Mexico, Nicaragua,
Peru, the USA and Venezuela.

In Venezuela, the Centre for Defenders
and Justice reported that, as of June, there
had been more than 100 attacks against
women human rights defenders, including
criminalization, harassment, digital attacks
and arbitrary detention.

Governments must create a safe
environment for human rights defenders.
They must ensure that protection measures
are comprehensive, including aspects of
individual and collective protection, taking
into account the intersectional dimensions
of violations and the particular needs of
women human rights defenders.

CLIMATE CRISIS

A range of climate-related impacts continued
to undermine human rights in the Americas.
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Central America experienced unprecedented
back-to-back hurricanes in November,
affecting at least 5.2 million people.
Argentina, Brazil's western border areas and
Paraguay were hit by severe drought causing
vast agricultural losses. The USA recorded
the largest wildfires ever, as a result of
widespread drought and extreme heat.

However, action on climate change
remained limited. Although Chile was the first
country in the region, and one of the first in
the world, to submit a 2030 emission
reduction target, major wealthy emitters failed
to follow suit. The Canadian government
tabled a bill to achieve carbon neutrality by
2050, but NGOs indicated that it failed to
demonstrate it was taking all feasible steps to
reach zero carbon emissions before this
period.

Argentina submitted an improved but still
insufficient emission reduction target for
2030 and in early 2020 the government tried
to amend the Native Forest Protection Act, a
potentially backward step. Brazil significantly
weakened its climate ambition target and its
international commitments to stop illegal
deforestation and restore forests.

In an important sign of progress, the
Escazu Agreement was finally due to enter
into force. However, several governments,
including those of Bolivia, Ecuador, El
Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras, Nicaragua
and Paraguay, had yet to adopt policies and
protocols to protect human rights defenders
working on environmental issues.
Governments must urgently adopt and
implement emission reduction targets and
strategies that protect human rights from
the climate crisis and ensure a just and
human rights-consistent transition to a zero-
carbon economy and resilient society. They
should also ratify and implement the
Escazi Agreement.
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ASIA-
PACIFIC REGIONAL
OVERVIEW

The onslaught of the COVID-19 pandemic
exacerbated the human rights situation in
the Asia-Pacific region. It was the first
region affected by the COVID-19 pandemic
as the first cases were reported in the
Chinese city of Wuhan in December 2019.
When Chinese authorities reprimanded
health workers who had raised warnings
about a new virus, it sparked calls for
transparency not only from people in China,
but also from other countries in the region.
It was the first of many moments
throughout the year when governments
seized on the pandemic as a pretext to
muzzle critical voices and unduly limit the
right to freedom of expression, including
the right to receive and impart information
on COVID-19.

Many governments in the region enacted
laws and measures to punish the spreading
of “misinformation” or “false information”
about COVID-19. In countries where
authorities had a history of routinely abusing
their powers, these laws were used to
intensify existing crackdowns especially on
the freedoms of expression, association and
peaceful assembly. Open debate and
criticism of government responses to the
pandemic were severely restricted.
Governments across the region subjected
many human rights defenders, journalists,
lawyers and members of the political
opposition to attacks, including harassment,
intimidation, threats, violence and arbitrary
arrests for their legitimate expression of
dissent and criticism of government actions.

To prevent the further spread of COVID-19,
various degrees of lockdown and other
limitations on movement were put in place by
governments. Public assemblies were often
not allowed, greatly restricting protests
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demanding political reforms. As the year
progressed, however, people in India,
Thailand and Hong Kong in particular took to
the streets to oppose government oppression.
Police used excessive and unnecessary force
to disperse these public assemblies.

Many governments also further responded
to the COVID-19 pandemic by adopting or
weaponizing repressive national security or
counter-terrorism laws. These laws
consolidated the power that some of the
governments in this region already wielded.
In India, peaceful dissent was punished and
restrictions on communications and key
freedoms in Jammu and Kashmir continued;
journalists and human rights defenders were
questioned for allegedly “anti-national”
activities.

While the Asia-Pacific region suffered
fewer deaths than other parts of the world,
the pandemic was economically devastating
and further deepened pre-existing social
divides. It disproportionately affected already
disadvantaged groups such as migrant
workers, refugees, people living in poverty,
ethnic and religious minority groups, and
incarcerated people.

The policies developed and imposed by
many governments to address the spread of
COVID-19 reflected existing patriarchal
norms that discriminate against women. The
lockdowns also contributed to a sharp
increase in the number of cases of sexual
and gender-based violence against women
and girls, and governments in the region did
not provide adequate resources to address
this issue.

Religious and ethnic minorities were
attacked across the region. The Chinese
authorities pressed on with their systematic
repression of Uyghurs and other Turkic
Muslims in the Xinjiang region. Muslims
came under attack in India and were
demonized during the pandemic and denied
medical access. The Myanmar military
continued to elude accountability for its
crimes against the Rohingya. In Afghanistan
and Pakistan, members of the minority
communities were killed by armed groups.
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The Asia-Pacific region was swept by
natural disasters related to climate change.
Countries in the region responsible for high
percentages of global greenhouse gas
emissions failed to set adequate reduction
targets that would contribute to avoiding the
worst human rights impacts of climate
change.

FREEDOM OF EXPRESSION

Within days of the news of the COVID-19
outbreak, authorities in several countries
across the region tried to suppress
information about it and punished those who
criticized government actions. The Chinese
authorities sought to control information
about COVID-19, both online and offline.
Hundreds of keywords related to the virus
were blocked and online protests demanding
the right to receive and impart information on
COVID-19 were deleted. Doctor Li Wenliang,
one of eight people who tried to spread
information about the new virus before the
government disclosed the outbreak, was
reprimanded by the police after he messaged
colleagues to wear PPE to avoid infection. He
subsequently died from the effects of
COVID-19.

Several other countries in the region
imposed similar restrictions on what could or
could not be said about COVID-19, often on
the pretext of suppressing false or inaccurate
information. In April, the Indonesian
authorities ordered the police to scour the
internet and act against “hoax spreaders”
and those who insulted the government. At
least 57 people were arrested. Journalists,
academics, students and activists were
subjected to intimidation online, including
threats of physical violence through text
messages. In India and Nepal, authorities
arrested or charged dozens of individuals,
many of them journalists, for allegedly
spreading “misinformation” or “fake news”
about the pandemic.

Many individuals, including journalists,
who criticized government responses
regarding the COVID-19 pandemic were
punished under draconian laws. In Sri Lanka,
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the police warned that legal action would be
taken against people publishing posts on
social media that were critical of the
government’s COVID-19 response. Several
social media commentators were arrested
following the announcement. In Bangladesh,
nearly 1,000 people were charged under the
country’s Digital Security Act, while 353
people were detained. Among the first targets
were journalists Mohiuddin Sarker and Toufig
Imroz Khalidi, both editors of online portals.
The authorities arrested them in April for their
reports which alleged corruption in the use of
funds designated for COVID-19 relief efforts.
In Pakistan, the Electronic Crimes Act was
repeatedly invoked to charge or arrest
journalists for critical comments made online,
often accompanied by vicious and co-
ordinated online attacks.

Journalists continued to face reprisals for
reporting news not favoured by the
government. In Myanmar, following the
designation of the ethnic minority armed
opposition group the Arakan Army as a
“terrorist organization”, at least three
journalists were prosecuted under counter-
terrorism laws and the Unlawful Associations
Act for contacting the group. In Jammu and
Kashmir, the Indian police attacked or
summoned 18 journalists for their reporting
and the offices of the Kashmir Times were
sealed after its editor sued the government
over its shutdown of internet and telephone
services in the region. In Nepal, the
government introduced several new bills that
threatened the right to freedom of expression,
online and offline. In Singapore, even as it
was being challenged in court, the authorities
used the Protection from Online Falsehoods
and Manipulation Act throughout the year to
muzzle government critics and independent
media outlets. In the Philippines, journalists
Maria Ressa and Reynaldo Santos, were
convicted of “cyber libel” and lawmakers
denied the renewal of the franchise of ABS-
CBN, one of the country’s largest
independent broadcasting networks.

The right to freedom of expression, which
includes the right to receive and impart
information, is especially critical during a
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public health crisis. Governments must
understand fully that access to credible,
objective and evidence-based information
on the COVID-19 pandemic saves lives. The
role of journalists and media in providing
reliable information to the public during a
public health crisis is vital. They also play
an important role in calling attention to
matters of public interest and upholding
human rights. Rather than thwarting such
efforts, governments must enable, promote
and protect robust and independent media
in the region.

HUMAN RIGHTS
DEFENDERS

Human rights defenders, including
journalists, lawyers and members of the
political opposition continued to be attacked,
harassed, intimidated, threatened and killed
for their legitimate support for human rights,
expression of dissent and criticism of
government actions and corruption.

In China, human rights defenders and
activists were subjected to harassment,
intimidation, enforced disappearances,
torture and other ill-treatment, and arbitrary
and incommunicado detention. They were
also often charged with vaguely worded
offences such as “leaking state secrets”.
Their trials were routinely held in secret and
they were deprived of their right to access
legal counsel. Many lawyers of these human
rights defenders were denied their right to
freedom of movement and were unable to
meet with their clients and access case
materials.

During the year, many governments in the
region attempted to undermine the
operations of human rights NGOs to prevent
human rights defenders from continuing to
expose human rights violations. Cambodian
authorities used the repressive Law on
Associations and NGOs (LANGO) to
designate as illegal groups of human rights
defenders exposing practices that caused
environmental degradation. In September,
Amnesty International India was forced to
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close its operations after Indian authorities
froze the organization’s bank accounts.
During the year, the organization had
published reports on human rights violations
that occurred during and after the riots in
Delhi in February where 53 people, mostly
Muslims, were killed and more than 500
injured. The riots followed incendiary
speeches by government officials and
lawmakers, but had not been effectively
investigated months later, including
documented complicity and participation in
the riot by Delhi police. Amnesty International
India also released a report on Jammu and
Kashmir, documenting the violations that
occurred there after the territory’s special
status was revoked in August 2019.

In Malaysia and Afghanistan, human rights
defenders who called attention to corrupt
practices of government authorities faced
serious challenges during the year. Cynthia
Gabiriel of the Center to Combat Corruption
and Cronyism, together with other human
rights defenders Thomas Fann and Sevan
Doraisamy, were investigated by Malaysian
authorities for raising corruption scandals
linked to public officials. Human rights
defenders who made allegations of corruption
against officials in Helmand province in
Afghanistan were hospitalized for injuries
they suffered after government officials had
assaulted them. Also, human rights
defenders, activists, journalists and moderate
religious authorities were subjected
to targeted attacks and assassinations by
armed groups in particular.

Governments used counter-terrorism
measures against human rights defenders or
labelled them as “terrorists” in countries
including the Philippines and India.
Philippine authorities continued the practice
of “red-tagging” human rights defenders and
activists as “terrorists” or sympathizers of
armed communist groups. In August, Randall
Echanis and Zara Alvarez were killed within a
week of each other in different cities. They
had both been “tagged” as “terrorists” by the
government for their activism and human
rights work. During the year India’s National
Investigation Agency (NIA), the country’s
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main counter-terrorism agency, arrested
several human rights defenders and raided
their homes and offices. Among those
arrested were seven human rights defenders
who worked with marginalized groups and
nine students who protested peacefully
against the discriminatory Citizenship
(Amendment) Act. The NIA also raided the
offices and homes of Kashmiri defender
Khurram Parvez and three of his associates.

As the conflict in Afghanistan entered its
twentieth year, human rights defenders were
also wounded and killed by unknown
gunmen thought to belong to armed groups,
including two staff members of the Afghan
Independent Human Rights Commission,
who were killed in an attack on their car in
Kabul. In December, President Ghani created
a joint commission for the protection of
human rights defenders. This was viewed by
human rights organizations as a first
significant move forward. However, it
appeared to be the only development in the
region that promised to address the
systematic patterns of violations against
human rights defenders.

In Sri Lanka, the new government
continued to crack down on human rights
defenders, including activists, journalists, law
enforcement officers and lawyers.
Governments must effectively address acts
of violence against human rights defenders
and perpetrators of these acts must be held
accountable. It is crucial that human rights
defenders are able to do their work free of
fear of punishment, reprisal or intimidation
so that everyone can effectively enjoy all
human rights.

RIGHT TO HEALTH

The COVID-19 pandemic highlighted and
exacerbated gaps in equal access to health
care and pre-existing social divides in the
region. In North Korea, the lack of medical
supplies prompted the emerging middle class
to secure medicines or health services in the
so-called “grey markets”. In Papua New
Guinea, high rates of poverty and other
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chronic illnesses compounded the situation
of those infected with COVID-19.

The anti-drug campaigns which
emphasized criminalization and the practice
of arbitrarily detaining without charge people
who used drugs continued in Cambodia and
the Philippines, which led to excessively
overcrowded prisons that continued to violate
detainees’ right to health. In the Philippines,
the Supreme Court ordered the release of
over 80,000 prisoners to prevent the spread
of COVID-19 in prisons. In Cambodia, the
authorities revealed plans to reduce prison
overcrowding, but implementation was
limited.

In Malaysia, the authorities conducted
immigration raids in areas with high migrant-
worker populations and arrested and
detained many migrants and refugees. A
COVID-19 outbreak hit immigration detention
centres, and over 600 people were infected.
Governments must ensure access to health
facilities and services without
discrimination.

DISCRIMINATION -
ATTACKS ON ETHNIC AND
RELIGIOUS MINORITIES

Across the region, ethnic and religious
minorities continued to experience
discrimination, violence and other forms of
persecution at the hands of authorities.

In January, the International Court of
Justice ordered the government of Myanmar
to prevent genocidal acts against the
Rohingya. The Myanmar authorities failed to
ensure accountability for the military
operations in Rakhine State during 2017,
which caused over 700,000 Rohingyas to flee
to Bangladesh. In the context of counter-
insurgency operations, the security forces
continued to commit human rights violations
and violations of international humanitarian
law against other ethnic minority groups in
Rakhine, Chin, Kachin and Shan States.

In China, authorities justified their
discrimination and persecution of Tibetans
and of Uyghurs and other Turkic Muslim
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peoples in the region of Xinjiang on the
grounds of countering “separatism”,
“extremism” and “terrorism”. The Chinese
authorities continued to subject Uyghurs and
other Turkic Muslims to arbitrary detention
without trial, political indoctrination, and
forced cultural assimilation. They tightened
restrictions on access to Xinjiang and
continued to establish mass internment
camps throughout the year.

Iminjan Seydin, who had disappeared for
three years, appeared in May and praised
Chinese authorities in an apparently coerced
testimony. Mahira Yacub, a Uyghur who
worked for an insurance company, was
charged with “giving material support to
terrorist activity” for sending money to her
parents in Australia to help them buy a
house. Nagyz Muhammed, a Kazakh writer
who has been detained since March 2018,
was convicted in secret for “separatism” for a
dinner he had with friends on Kazakhstan
Independence Day nearly a decade ago.

Uyghurs also faced pressure outside of
China. Chinese embassies and agents
continued to harass and intimidate people
who had left the country and gone into exile.
Chinese security agents harassed Uyghurs
abroad through messaging apps, demanding
their ID numbers, locations of residence and
other details. Some received phone calls from
the Chinese security police, asking them to
spy on Uyghur diaspora communities.

In Inner Mongolia, protests erupted over a
new language policy for schools that would
change the teaching medium for some
classes from Mongolian to Mandarin Chinese.
Hundreds of people who protested —
students, parents, teachers, pregnant
women, children — were reportedly arrested
for “picking quarrels and provoking trouble”.
Hu Baolong, a human rights lawyer who
spoke out during the protests, was reportedly
arrested on charges of “leaking state secrets
overseas”.

In some countries, ethnic and religious
minority groups suffered the brunt of the
impact of the COVID-19 pandemic. India’s
Muslims were among those who were further
marginalized. After a Muslim group, the
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Tablighi Jamaat, was accused of spreading
the virus at a public gathering, many Muslims
were denied access to medical services and
essential commodities. On social media,
there were calls to boycott Muslim
businesses. In Sri Lanka, the authorities
prevented Muslims from burying people who
had died as a result of COVID-19 according
to religious rites and forcibly cremated the
bodies instead. The Sri Lankan government
reportedly racially profiled the country’s
Muslim community by identifying it as a
source of higher risk during the pandemic.

In Afghanistan, at least 25 people were
killed when the armed group calling itself
“Islamic State” attacked one of the few Sikh
temples in the country. The country’s mainly
Shi'a Hazara community also suffered many
attacks from armed groups, including an
October bombing of a school that killed 30
people, mostly children, in Kabul.

In Pakistan, the Ahmadiyya community
was subjected to attacks, social and
economic boycotts and at least five targeted
killings. During the Muslim holy month of
Muharram, hate preachers incited violence
against the country’s Shi'a minority as nearly
40 blasphemy cases were filed against Shi'a
clerics. In July, bowing to pressure from
politicians, some media outlets and clerics,
the Pakistani authorities halted the
construction of a Hindu temple in the capital,
Islamabad, denying the community its right
to freedom of religion and belief. The
Pakistani government failed to take effective
action against the forced conversions to Islam
of women and girls from Hindu and Christian
communities.

Governments must ensure that the human
rights of ethnic and religious minorities are
protected. Moreover, they must facilitate
equal access to health care for all minority
groups and take steps to end systemic
discrimination against them.

WOMEN AND GIRLS

The COVID-19 pandemic highlighted and
exacerbated the existing inequalities between
men and women in the region. Government
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responses to the pandemic reflected
patriarchal norms and gender stereotypes
that undervalue women.

In the informal sector, where women were
typically paid less than men, thousands of
women were suddenly deprived of their
livelihoods and forced to assume additional
care responsibilities at home, such as
homeschooling children or caring for sick
relatives. In previous years, women across
the Asia-Pacific region carried out more than
four times as much unpaid work at home
than men. Those numbers rose sharply
during the pandemic.

Women also constituted the majority of
essential workers during the pandemic,
including doctors, nurses, sanitation workers
and other roles. In Pakistan, when violence
against health workers erupted in May, a
group of women health workers were forced
to lock themselves in a room for their own
protection as disgruntled relatives of patients
vandalized the hospital they were working in.

Migrant domestic workers in the Gulf, who
overwhelmingly come from the Asia-Pacific
region, lost their jobs and were forced to
return home at the onset of the pandemic. In
most of the national financial stimulus
packages in the region, there was no special
provision for the needs of these women,
including social protections.

Many governments in the region did not
classify services for women as essential and
that could continue during lockdowns,
including those that are aimed to support or
assist women experiencing sexual or gender-
based violence. Women and girls who had
already been living with abusive partners or
family members were at further risk of
violence. The number of cases of domestic
violence and intimate partner violence rose
sharply across the region. In Japan, there
were 13,000 cases reported in April alone —a
29% increase on the same month in 2019.

Women continued to be subjected to
vicious misogynistic attacks. In Indonesia, the
targets of digital attacks included feminist
news outlets. One journalist’s account was
hacked, and she was harassed by attackers
who sent pornographic pictures and
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demeaning statements about women. In
South Korea, the pervasiveness of online
violence against women and girls became
increasingly apparent with the arrests of the
perpetrators of digital sex crimes, who had
blackmailed more than 70 women and girls
into sharing sexually exploitative videos and
photographs that the perpetrators then
circulated through messaging apps.

In Cambodia, Prime Minister Hun Sen led
a public attack on women'’s right to freedom
of expression, invoking arbitrary notions of
“tradition” and “culture” to justify the policing
of women’s bodies and choices. In January,
he ordered the police to take action against
women advertising products on Facebook in
purportedly “revealing” clothes. Within days,
a Facebook vendor was arrested and charged
with producing “pornography” for the clothes
she wore. The assault on women’s rights in
Cambodia intensified in June, when the
government sought to turn these penalties
into law, criminalizing the wearing of clothes
that were deemed “too short” or “too see-
through”. The draft law triggered online
protests from many women and girls.

Violence against women and impunity for
these crimes persisted in several countries.
In Papua New Guinea, allegations of sorcery
put women at a heightened risk of violence.
In Afghanistan, women continued to face
discrimination and gender-based violence,
especially in Taliban-controlled areas, where
violent “punishments” were meted out for
perceived transgressions of the armed
group’s interpretations of Islamic law. Over
100 murder cases related to violence against
women were reported in Afghanistan during
the year, and these highlighted the persistent
failure of the government to investigate these
murders or tackle violence against women
effectively. In Fiji, a former rugby captain
convicted of rape and sentenced to eight
years’ imprisonment was allowed to resume
training after serving less than a year of his
sentence.

In Pakistan, an annual march on
International Women'’s Day came under
sustained attack, first from the courts, when
there was an attempt to ban the march, and
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then on the day, when a religious group
attacked marchers in Islamabad with rocks.
The police failed to protect the protesters. In
September, the gang rape of a woman on a
national highway sparked national outrage,
with calls for the resignation of the top
provincial police officer and harsher
punishments for rapists. In December, the
government passed an ordinance that sought
to speed up trials for rape and punish
perpetrators with forced chemical castration.
Amnesty International expressed its concern
that forced chemical castration violates
Pakistan’s international and constitutional
obligations to prohibit torture and other cruel,
inhuman, or degrading treatment.

In India and Nepal, the rapes of Dalit
women sparked fury. In May, a 12-year-old
Dalit girl was forcibly married to her alleged
rapist, a man from a dominant caste, in
Nepal’'s Rupandehi district. In September,
another 12-year-old Dalit girl was raped and
killed in Bajhang district, allegedly by a man
who had evaded prosecution for another rape
of a 14-year-old girl a month before. Also in
September, a Dalit woman was raped and
murdered by a group of men from the
dominant caste in Hathras, in India’s Uttar
Pradesh state. Her body was cremated by the
police without the consent of the family. The
accused men were only arrested after
protests erupted across the country
demanding justice and accountability.

To address the various problems of
violence against women, steps were taken in
South Korea, where the government passed
laws to enhance the protection of women and
girls from sexual exploitation and abuse. The
National Assembly increased punishments
for digital sex crimes. The age of consent was
also raised from 13 to 16, without
discrimination, and the statute of limitations
was removed for crimes involving the sexual
exploitation of children.

In developing their post-pandemic response
and recovery, governments must give
priority to advancing gender equality and
eliminating gender-based violence and
harmful gender stereotypes. Women must
also be involved in all stages of legislative,
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policy and budgetary decision-making
processes in developing the post-pandemic
response and recovery plans of governments
in the region.

FAILURE TO PREVENT
CLIMATE CHANGE

The Asia-Pacific region is particularly
vulnerable to the effects of the climate crisis.
In 2020, a series of climate shocks affected
human rights in the region. India was
severely hit by super-typhoon Amphan, while
Bangladesh, Nepal and Myanmar suffered
widespread flooding that left
millions displaced. Australia
experienced unprecedented bushfires which
caused displacement and air pollution.
Despite the severity of the impacts,
countries in the region most responsible for
global emissions failed to set adequate
reduction targets that would contribute to
avoiding the worst human rights impacts of
climate change. Australia, which became the
largest fossil fuel exporter in the world, failed
to set a more ambitious emission reduction
target for 2030 or commit to reach net-zero
emission in the long-term. While Japan and
South Korea announced carbon neutrality
targets for 2050 — and China for 2060 — they
failed to demonstrate that they were taking all
feasible steps to reach zero carbon emissions
before this date as they are required to do in
order to refrain from causing significant harm
to the human rights of people in and outside
of their countries.
Governments must urgently adopt and
implement emission reduction targets and
strategies that protect human rights from
the climate crisis and ensure a just and
human rights-consistent transition to a zero-
carbon economy and resilient society.
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EUROPE AND
CENTRAL ASIA
REGIONAL
OVERVIEW

Government responses to COVID-19
threatened a wide range of rights in Europe
and Central Asia and exposed the human
cost of social exclusion, inequality and state
overreach. Under-resourcing of health
systems and failure to provide adequate
PPE exacerbated the death rates, workers
faced barriers in accessing adequate social
security, and public health measures
disproportionately affected marginalized
individuals and groups. Many governments
also used the pandemic as a smokescreen
for power grabs, clampdowns on freedoms
and a pretext to ignore human rights
obligations.

In a number of countries, governments
continued to erode the independence of the
judiciary. Contested presidential elections in
Belarus provoked a human rights emergency
in which all semblance to the right to a fair
trial and accountability was eroded.
Unresolved conflicts in the region negatively
affected freedom of movement and rights
such as to health. Armed conflict between
Armenia and Azerbaijan saw all sides use
banned cluster munitions on civilian areas,
and commit war crimes.

The space for human rights defenders
shrank, through restrictive laws and a
pandemic-related reduction in funding.
Support organizations reported spikes in
domestic violence during COVID-19
lockdowns, while such measures limited
access to services.

The pandemic also worsened the already
precarious situation of refugees and
migrants. Several countries delayed or
suspended asylum requests, and many
refugees and migrants were particularly at
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risk as they were forced to live in
overcrowded and unhealthy conditions.
States failed to set targets to reduce
greenhouse gas emissions at a pace which
would avoid the worst human rights impacts
of the climate crisis. Attacks on the European
human rights framework continued. Arms
sales to Saudi Arabia and the United Arab
Emirates persisted, despite the risk of human
rights violations in the Yemen conflict.

RIGHTS TO HEALTH AND
SOCIAL SECURITY

The Europe and Central Asia region was hit
hard by the COVID-19 pandemic, with some
27 million cases and 585,000 deaths in the
region by the year’s end, amounting to close
to a third of the global total. Numbers may
well have been higher due to under-reporting,
which, in some cases, was deliberate as in
Turkmenistan. Government responses to the
pandemic varied dramatically, as did the
quality of health care and data collection.
This led to vastly differing reported rates of
infection and death.

Infections and deaths also varied widely
across different groups of the population.
According to the WHO, up to half of those
who died due to COVID-19 in some countries
were older people in long-term care homes.
Health care workers and care home workers
were infected and died at a greater rate than
the rest of the population, sometimes owing
to a failure to provide adequate and sufficient
PPE. As of September, as per available data,
the highest rate of death among health
workers was in the UK, Russia, Italy,
Kyrgyzstan, and Spain. The pandemic
highlighted the weakened state of many
western European health care systems after
years of austerity measures, and the chronic
under-resourcing of health systems in eastern
Europe and Central Asia.

COVID-19-related lockdown measures had
an immediate impact on the economy and
workers' rights. Many workers, especially
those in informal employment, experienced
barriers to accessing social security schemes,
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including furlough, sick leave and other
income-supporting mechanisms. Particularly
affected were gig workers, seasonal workers,
cleaners, care home workers, and sex
workers. The pandemic revealed the
essential role of migrant workers in the
agricultural and other sectors, as some
governments such as the UK and Germany
flew them in at the peak of the first lockdown,
and others such as Spain, Italy and Portugal
quickly regularized some.

In many countries, people of colour and
ethnic minority origin had disproportionately
high rates of infection and death. This
reflected multiple challenges faced by these
populations, including barriers to adequate
health care and a higher incidence of
underlying health conditions, exacerbated by
poverty, systemic racism and discrimination.
Authorities generally failed to fulfil early
promises to release older prisoners and
detainees or juveniles, women with children
or those with underlying health conditions. A
tragic consequence was the death on 25 July
— reportedly of pneumonia — of Kyrgyzstani
human rights defender and prisoner of
conscience Azimjan Askarov. He had been
sentenced to life imprisonment in 2010 on
false charges and repeated calls had been
made for his release including due to the
COVID-19 risk to his health.

Governments must investigate the
disproportionate deaths in settings such as
care homes, and failures to provide
adequate PPE. Equal access to vaccines
within and across countries is also urgent,
and co-operation between states imperative,
to ensure that treatment and vaccines are
acceptable, affordable, accessible and
available to all.

STATE OVERREACH

Close to one half of all countries in the region
imposed states of emergency related to
COVID-19. Governments restricted not only
freedom of movement, but also other rights
such as freedoms of expression and peaceful
assembly. Some political movements sought
to hijack human rights discourse in opposing
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lockdown measures and the wearing of
masks, but the human toll of the virus
underlined the importance of science and
facts. President Alyaksandr Lukashenka in
Belarus, for example, defied both when he
dismissed COVID-19 as a “psychosis”.

A record number of countries (10 at mid-
year) derogated from provisions of the
European Convention on Human Rights,
several for extended periods of time. While
under certain conditions countries can
derogate from some of their human rights
obligations in times of crisis, restrictions must
be temporary, necessary and proportionate.

The enforcement of lockdowns and other
COVID-19 related public health measures
disproportionately hit marginalized individuals
and groups who were targeted with violence,
discriminatory identity checks, forced
quarantines and fines. Such practices
highlighted institutional racism,
discrimination and the lack of accountability
regarding allegations of unlawful use of force
by law enforcement officials. Roma and
people on the move, such as refugees and
asylum-seekers, were placed under
discriminatory “forced quarantines” in
Bulgaria, Cyprus, France, Greece, Hungary,
Russia, Serbia, and Slovakia. Monitors
recorded the unlawful use of force by law
enforcement officials together with other
violations in Belgium, France, Georgia,
Greece, Italy, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan,
Poland, Romania and Spain. In Azerbaijan,
arrests on politically motivated charges
intensified under the pretext of containing the
pandemic, and government critics were
arrested, when in March the President
declared he would “isolate” and “clear” the
opposition.

In contexts where freedoms were already
severely circumscribed, 2020 saw several
countries restricting them even further.
Russian authorities moved beyond
organizations, stigmatizing individuals also as
“foreign agents” and clamped down further
on single person pickets. The authorities in
Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan adopted or
proposed new restrictive laws on assemblies.
When allegations of election fraud prompted
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mass protests, police in Belarus responded
with massive and unprecedented violence,
torture and other ill-treatment. Independent
voices were brutally suppressed as arbitrary
arrests, politically motivated prosecutions and
other reprisals escalated against opposition
candidates and their supporters, political and
civil society activists and independent media.

While the need for timely, accurate,
science-based information was urgent to
combat the pandemic, a number of
governments imposed unjustified restrictions
on freedom of expression and access to
information. Governments misused existing
and new legislation to curtail freedom of
expression in Armenia, Azerbaijan, Belarus,
Bosnia and Herzegovina, France, Hungary,
Kazakhstan, Poland, Romania, Russia,
Serbia, Tajikistan, Turkey, Turkmenistan and
Uzbekistan.

Governments took insufficient measures to
protect journalists and whistle-blowers,
including health workers, at times targeting
those who criticized government responses to
COVID-19. This was the case in Albania,
Armenia, Belarus, Bosnia and Herzegovina,
Hungary, Kazakhstan, Kosovo, Poland,
Russia, Serbia, Turkey, Ukraine and
Uzbekistan. In Tajikistan and Turkmenistan,
medical and essential workers did not dare
speak out against already egregious freedom
of expression restrictions. In Turkey, the
government orchestrated troll armies and
imposed online restrictions and mis-
navigations to distract from certain websites,
accounts and inconvenient information.

Some governments conflated the public
health crisis with national security concerns,
such as in Hungary. In France and Turkey,
for example, national security legislation was
rushed through in expedited proceedings,
while governments in Russia and elsewhere
bolstered surveillance capabilities, hoarded
and sometimes disclosed personal data,
posing a long-term threat to privacy and other
rights. The EU’s Counter-Terrorism Agenda,
launched in December, promised to harness
the power of technology to keep people safe
from violent attacks. But the Agenda would
vastly expand surveillance capacity and the
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use of predictive technologies at the expense
of freedom of expression and the right to
privacy, fair trial and non-discrimination.
Governments must cease using the
pandemic as a pretext to crack down on
dissent, rein in police overreach, ensure
accountability for misconduct, and stop the
slide into surveillance states.

UNDERMINING JUDICIAL
INDEPENDENCE

In a number of countries, governments
continued to take steps that eroded the
independence of the judiciary. One common
measure was to discipline judges or interfere
with their appointment or the security of their
tenure, for demonstrating independence,
criticizing the authorities, or passing
judgments that went against the wishes of the
government.

In Poland, Parliament adopted a new law
prohibiting judges from questioning the
credentials of judges appointed by the
President at the Disciplinary Chamber of the
Supreme Court. The state initiated
disciplinary proceedings in August against
1,278 judges who had asked the OSCE to
monitor the presidential election. Despite an
April decision by the Court of Justice of the
EU (CJEU) requiring the Polish government
to immediately suspend its new system of
disciplinary proceedings against judges, the
authorities refused to implement this ruling.

In Hungary, senior members of the
government contested final judgments in
official government communications and in
the media, delaying their execution. In
Turkey, the Council of Judges and
Prosecutors initiated disciplinary proceedings
against the three judges who acquitted the
Gezi trial defendants, following the
President’s criticism of the acquittal decision.

The authorities in Turkey also undermined
fair trial guarantees by taking steps to control
bar associations and targeting lawyers for
their professional activities. In July,
Parliament passed a law changing the
structure of the bar associations, weakening
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their ability to voice concerns about issues
such as the lack of independence of the
judiciary and human rights. In September, 47
lawyers were detained by police on suspicion
of “membership of a terrorist organization”,
based solely on their work. Also, in
September, the Court of Cassation upheld the
prison sentences of 14 lawyers prosecuted
under terrorism-related charges.

In Russia and in much of Eastern Europe
and Central Asia, violations of the right to a
fair trial remained widespread and the
authorities cited the pandemic to deny
detainees meetings with lawyers and prohibit
public observation of trials. During Belarus’
human rights emergency all semblance of
adherence to the right to a fair trial and
accountability was eroded: not only were
killings and torture of peaceful protesters not
investigated, but authorities made every effort
to halt or obstruct attempts by victims of
violations to file complaints against
perpetrators.

Governments must ensure respect for the
rule of law, protect the independence of the
judiciary and uphold fair trial guarantees.

HUMAN RIGHTS IN
CONFLICT ZONES

Conflicts in countries of the former Soviet
Union continued to hold back human
development and regional co-operation, and
lines of contact along unrecognized territories
constrained the rights of residents on both
sides.

In Georgia, Russia and the breakaway
territories of Abkhazia and South Ossetia/
Tskhinvali Region continued to restrict
freedom of movement with the rest of the
county, including through the further
installation of physical barriers. Crossing
points shut in 2019 remained closed, and at
least 10 residents were said to have died
after being refused permission for medical
transfer to the rest of Georgia. In Moldova,
the de facto authorities in the unrecognized
Transdniestria region introduced restrictions
on travel from government-controlled territory,
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affecting medical provisions to the local
population. In Ukraine both government
forces and those of Russian-backed
separatists in the east of the country imposed
restrictions on travel across the contact line,
often appearing as reciprocal measures, with
the number of crossings dropping from a
monthly average of one million to tens of
thousands by October. These and COVID-19
restrictions meant that scores of people
suffered family separation, and lack of access
to health care, pensions and workplaces.
Older people and vulnerable groups were
among those most severely affected.

The most serious clashes were in
September when heavy fighting erupted
between Azerbaijan and Armenia and
Armenian-supported forces in Azerbaijan’s
breakaway region of Nagorno-Karabakh.
More than 5,000 deaths resulted. All sides
used heavy explosive weapons with wide-area
effects in densely populated civilian areas,
including ballistic missiles and notoriously
inaccurate rocket artillery salvos. These
caused civilian deaths, injuries and
widespread damage to civilian areas. Cluster
munitions banned under international
humanitarian law were deployed on
Stepanakert/Khankendi, the capital of
Nagorno-Karabakh, and on Barda city in an
area under Azerbaijan government control.
Both Azerbaijani and Armenian forces
committed war crimes including extrajudicial
execution, torture of captives and desecration
of corpses of opposing forces.

All parties to the conflicts must fully
respect international humanitarian law and
protect civilians from the effects of
hostilities. Any restrictions on freedom of
movement should be strictly necessary,
dictated by genuine security and military
considerations, and proportionate.

HUMAN RIGHTS
DEFENDERS

Some governments further limited the space
for human rights defenders and NGOs
through restrictive laws and policies, and
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stigmatizing rhetoric. This trend accelerated
during the pandemic, which thinned the
ranks of civil society through financial
attrition, as funding streams from individuals,
foundations, businesses and governments
dried up as a consequence of COVID-19-
related economic hardship.

Turkey continued to repress and harass
NGOs, human rights defenders and
dissenting voices, while failing to implement a
key European Court of Human Rights
judgment calling for the immediate release of
unjustly detained civil society activist Osman
Kavala. The governments in Kazakhstan and
Russia continued moves to silence NGOs
through smear campaigns, and tax
authorities in Kazakhstan threatened over a
dozen human rights NGOs with suspension
based on alleged reporting violations around
foreign income. In Russia peaceful
protesters, human rights defenders and civic
and political activists faced arrests and
prosecution. In Kyrgyzstan proposed
amendments to NGO legislation created
onerous financial reporting requirements.

In the context of counter-terrorism, France
and Austria moved to dissolve a number of
Muslim associations on the basis of
problematic procedures. Restrictive new
NGO legislation was mooted in Bulgaria,
Greece, Poland, and Serbia, while
governments in France, ltaly, Malta and
elsewhere continued to obstruct and
sometimes criminalize the work of NGOs
involved in rescuing or providing
humanitarian assistance to migrants and
asylum-seekers.

In a positive development, the CJEU struck
down a 2017 restrictive NGO law in Hungary
as being in breach of EU law. The year also
saw the strengthening of social movements
focussed on the environment, accountability,
women'’s rights and anti-racism. Protesters
mobilized against contested election results
in Belarus, corruption in Bulgaria and
regressive moves by the new government in
Slovenia. Thousands challenged a
controversial security law proposed in France
and a ruling further restricting access to safe
abortion care in Poland.
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Governments must halt the stigmatization

of NGOs and human rights defenders and

ensure a safe and enabling environment in
which it is possible to defend and promote
human rights without fear of punishment,

reprisal or intimidation.

RIGHTS OF WOMEN AND
LESBIAN, GAY, BISEXUAL,
TRANSGENDER AND
INTERSEX (LGBTI) PEOPLE

Progress on combating domestic violence
stalled — and even reversed — in many
countries. The year saw no new signatures or
ratifications to the Council of Europe
Convention on Preventing and Combating
Violence against Women and Domestic
Violence (the Istanbul Convention). On the
contrary, the Hungarian Parliament refused
to ratify it, while the Polish Minister of Justice
announced plans to withdraw from the
Convention and Turkey’s President mooted
the same idea.

As many women were confined in their
homes with abusers under lockdown, support
organizations in a number of countries
reported spikes in domestic violence, while
accessing support services became more
difficult. In Ukraine and many other countries
in Eastern Europe and Central Asia, strict
quarantine measures meant that many
survivors could not access free legal aid
offered online as they continued to share
living space with their abuser or could not
travel to shelters. Some governments in the
EU took special steps to assist victims during
the pandemic by renting hotel rooms instead
of sending women to shelters where the risk
of infection was higher, or creating new
helplines. Some countries, including Croatia,
Denmark, the Netherlands and Spain finally
took steps to improve their rape laws to make
them consent-based.

Under lockdown, some jurisdictions
categorized abortion care as non-essential
medical treatment, placing new obstacles to
women’s sexual and reproductive health and
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rights. While a legislative initiative to further
restrict access to abortion care in Slovakia
narrowly failed, the Constitutional Tribunal in
Poland struck down a provision which
allowed women to terminate a pregnancy in
cases of fatal or severe foetal abnormality.
This move prompted mass protests by
women and allies in the country. Peaceful
protesters were met with police violence and
faced administrative and criminal charges.
Meanwhile, 11 women'’s rights activists in
Greece were arrested and charged for
breaching public health rules after staging a
symbolic action against gender-based
violence.

In several countries, religious and political
figures used COVID-19 as an excuse for
engaging in advocacy of hatred against the
LGBTI community, blaming them for the
pandemic. Monitors also reported COVID-
related spikes in domestic abuse against
LGBTI people. Some countries used the
pandemic as a pretext to restrict access to
hormone therapy and other medical
treatment for trans people. A number of local
governments in Poland declared themselves
to be “LGBTI-free zones” and incumbent
President Andrzej Duda engaged in advocacy
of hatred against the LGBTI community
during his campaign for re-election. At the
end of the year, the Hungarian government
proposed a raft of legislation restricting LGBTI
rights. In a related development, the
Romanian Parliament passed a law
prohibiting the teaching of gender studies,
which remained contested at the
Constitutional Tribunal at the year’s end.
Governments must bolster support services
for women and LGBTI victims of domestic
violence, remove obstacles to accessing
sexual and reproductive rights, and combat
discrimination against women and LGBTI
people.

RIGHTS OF REFUGEES AND
MIGRANTS

COVID-19 worsened the already precarious
situation of refugees and migrants. Several
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countries delayed or suspended processing
asylum requests. Many refugees and
migrants were particularly at risk of COVID-19
as they lived in overcrowded, insalubrious
detention facilities, camps, or squats. The
most emblematic case was the Moria camp
on the Greek island of Lesvos, where a fire
left 13,000 refugees and migrants without
shelter. Border closures deprived seasonal
workers and labour migrants of subsistence
and their families of remittances, including in
Central Asia.

Pushbacks and violence at land and sea
borders continued. In a cynical and
dangerous move, Turkey instrumentalized
refugees and migrants for political purposes
by encouraging them to travel from Turkey to
Greece’s land border, sometimes even
facilitating their transport. In turn, the Greek
authorities committed human rights violations
against people on the move, including
excessive use of force, beatings, use of live
ammunition, and pushbacks into Turkey.
Croatia continued forcible expulsions of
asylum-seekers, often accompanied with
violence and abuse. Governments throughout
southern Europe prohibited ships in the
Mediterranean from disembarking rescued
migrants and refugees, leaving them
stranded at sea for record periods of time. In
a clear attempt to circumvent legal
obligations against pushbacks, Italy, Malta
and the EU continued to co-operate with
Libya, where disembarked migrants and
refugees were subjected to serious human
rights violations. The EU began to discuss a
new migration pact which continued the EU’s
main policy thrust of deterring migration
rather than managing it in a human rights
compliant manner.

Governments must expand the provision of
safe and regular pathways of migration,
particularly for persons in need of
protection to come to Europe, including
humanitarian visas, resettlement,
community sponsorship and family
reunification.
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PREVENTION OF CLIMATE
CHANGE AND CORPORATE
ACCOUNTABILITY

In December, the European Council decided
to cut greenhouse gas emissions by at least
55% by 2030. While an advance from its
previous, even more inadequate, pledge, this
target would still fail to reduce emissions at a
pace that avoids the worst human rights
impacts of the climate crisis and would put
an excessive burden on developing countries.
At national level, the vast majority

of European countries announcing net-zero
emission targets continued only to commit to
reaching this by 2050. In order to refrain
from causing significant harm to rights of
people in and outside of Europe, they are
required to aim for carbon neutrality well
before this date. In addition, in most cases
net-zero plans included loopholes that could
delay climate action, together with measures
that would be detrimental for the enjoyment
of human rights. Several countries,

such as France, Germany, Italy, Russia and
the UK allowed fossil fuel companies, the
aviation industry and other carbon-polluting
companies to benefit from economic stimulus
measures, such as tax rebates and loans,
without any conditions to reduce their carbon
footprint.

There was a significant increase in climate
litigation targeting governments and
corporations, with major new cases being
filed in France (applying the recent ‘law of
vigilance’), Germany, Poland, Spain and
the UK, among others, as well as a case
by six Portuguese children and young
adults to the European Court of Human
Rights targeting 33 member states. The Irish
Supreme Court required the government to
adopt more ambitious emissions reductions
targets, whereas the Swiss Federal Court
rejected a similar claim.

Following years of pressure from civil
society and trade unions, the European
Commission began the process of
introducing a law obliging corporations to
respect human rights and environmental
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standards through businesses’ entire global
value chains. In November, while a majority
of Swiss voters voted in favour of introducing
a similar law, the initiative failed as it did not
receive the support of most cantons.
Governments must accelerate inadequate
timetables to reduce greenhouse gas
emissions, reach zero-carbon emissions and
eliminate loopholes delaying climate action.
They should condition any economic
support measure to high-emitting
companies with time-bound commitments
to phase out fossil fuels. EU legislators
must ensure laws effectively hold
businesses accountable for human rights
and environmental harm within their value
chain and provide victims with access to
remedy.

HUMAN RIGHTS AT HOME
AND IN THE WORLD

Attacks on the European human rights
framework continued in 2020. In the OSCE,
states could not agree on the leadership of
the key human rights institutions and allowed
mandates to lapse for many months before
approving replacements. Council of Europe
member states continued to delay the
implementation or selectively implement
judgments of the European Court of Human
Rights. A striking indicator of backsliding was
the growth in judgments finding a violation of
Article 18 of the European Convention on
Human Rights, which prohibits using
restrictions on rights for any purpose other
than those prescribed by the Convention.
Member states such as Azerbaijan, Russia
and Turkey were found to have abusively
detained or prosecuted individuals or
otherwise restricted their rights. Article 18
violations should ring loud alarm bells: they
indicate political persecution.

The EU continued to struggle to address
the ongoing erosion of the rule of law in
Hungary and Poland, although it activated
proceedings against the two states for risking
a serious breach of the union’s core values.
At the year’s end, EU member states agreed
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to link EU funding, including COVID-19
recovery and climate-related funds, to
compliance with the rule of law, but how this
linkage could be triggered in the future
remained unclear. Despite some important
human rights-related judgments of the CJEU
on the independence of the judiciary and
attacks on NGOs, the failure of the EU to
reverse or arrest the shrinking space for
NGOs and migration-related human rights
violations strained internal/external
coherence and made it more difficult for the
EU to engage credibly on human rights in
foreign policy.

In Eastern Europe and Central Asia, Russia
and China continued to wield political,
economic and sometimes military influence,
and undermined the international human
rights framework and the institutions
mandated to protect it. Russia offered
financial and media support to the Belarusian
authorities as they waged a full-fledged
violent assault on the population, and the EU,
UN and regional human rights institutions
were unable to muster political weight to halt
the egregious violations. In Western Europe,
Belgium, the Czech Republic, France and
the UK were among those permitting arms
sales to Saudi Arabia and the United Arab
Emirates, despite the high likelihood that
these arms would be used to commit human
rights violations in the conflict in Yemen.

Notwithstanding internal challenges, the
EU and its member states remained
important players in promoting human rights
worldwide. In 2020, the EU took significant
steps to boost its human rights policy,
including by adopting a new Human Rights
Action Plan.

States must fulfil the treaty obligations they
have chosen to take upon themselves and
respect the human rights architecture of
which they are a part. Where they have
undertaken to respect the decisions of
international human rights courts, they
must implement those rulings.
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MIDDLE EAST AND
NORTH AFRICA
REGIONAL
OVERVIEW

Governments across the region responded to
the COVID-19 pandemic by declaring states
of emergency or passing legislation with
excessive restrictions on freedom of
expression. People were prosecuted for their
legitimate criticism of their governments’
handed response to the pandemic. Health
workers protested a lack protection at work,
including inadequate protective gear and
access to testing, but faced arrest and
prosecution for raising concerns about
conditions of work and public health.
Governments discriminated in their
responses to the pandemic, including in
vaccine distribution.

The region’s human rights defenders
continued their work despite the high risk of
imprisonment, prosecution, travel bans or
other reprisals. Security forces used unlawful
lethal or less-lethal force that killed or injured
hundreds of people with impunity.
Overcrowding and insanitary conditions put
prisoners in the region at particular risk of
COVID-19, a situation that was exacerbated
by inadequate health care and torture or
other ill-treatment in prisons.

Parties to armed conflicts committed war
crimes and other serious violations of
international humanitarian law. In the midst
of the pandemic, the authorities restricted
humanitarian aid, exacerbating the poor state
of health care systems which were already
depleted. Other military powers fuelled
violations through illicit arms transfers and
direct military support to combatants. Smaller
countries continued to host over 3 million
refugees from Syria but a range of push
factors forced many Syrians to return. Military
offensives and other fighting and insecurity in
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several countries displaced hundreds of
thousands of people from their homes.

Workers across the region faced summary
dismissal or reduced wages as the
pandemic’s economic impact caused
hardship. Migrant workers were particularly
vulnerable given that the kafala (sponsorship)
system ties their residency to employment in
many countries. Domestic violence
increased, especially during national
lockdown periods, and “honour” killings
continued with impunity.

Authorities heavily repressed the rights of
lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender and
intersex people, arresting them for their real
or perceived sexual orientation or gender
identity and subjecting some men to forced
anal examinations.

RIGHT TO HEALTH

Health workers in Tunisia and Morocco
organized protests against the lack of
adequate protection measures provided to
them, citing insufficient PPE, access to
testing and failures to designate COVID-19 as
an occupational disease. In Egypt and Iran,
health workers faced reprisals, including
arrests, threats and intimidation for voicing
their concerns or other criticism of the
authorities’ response. The Egyptian
authorities arrested at least nine workers who
expressed safety concerns or criticized the
government’s handling of the pandemic and
detained them pending investigations into
“terrorism”-related charges and “spreading
false news”.

The Syrian government failed to provide
adequate protective gear or access to testing
for health workers. In December, the Israeli
Health Ministry distributed COVID-19
vaccines exclusively to citizens and residents
of Israel, including Palestinians living in
illegally annexed East Jerusalem,
discriminating against the nearly 5 million
Palestinians living under Israeli military
occupation in the West Bank and Gaza in
violation of its obligation as occupying power
to ensure preventive measures to combat the
spread of epidemics. In southern Libya,
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Tabus and Touaregs faced barriers in
accessing adequate health care as rival
armed groups controlled access to major
hospitals and, in some cases, because they
did not have identity documents.
Authorities should ensure that the health
care they provide, including preventive
vaccines, is delivered without
discrimination, that health care workers are
adequately protected and that any
restrictions on rights to combat the
pandemic are necessary and proportionate.

FREEDOM OF EXPRESSION

Governments across the region used the
COVID-19 health crisis to justify further
clampdowns on freedom of expression,
thereby denying people the right to
information on the virus or to debate
government responses. The authorities in
Algeria, Jordan and Morocco issued decrees
or legislation citing a state of emergency that
criminalized legitimate expression about the
pandemic. These were promptly
implemented, with the authorities
prosecuting people for “spreading false
news” or “obstructing” government
decisions. In Bahrain, Iran, Oman and Saudi
Arabia judicial authorities dedicated teams to
prosecuting people for spreading “rumours”
about the pandemic that disturb public
opinion. Authorities in Egypt and Iran
arrested or otherwise harassed journalists
and social media users for questioning the
official narrative around COVID-19. Shorter-
term arrests or criminal investigations
occurred in Jordan and Tunisia for criticizing
the government or local authorities’” handling
of the crisis.

Across the region, authorities used overly
broad and subjective Penal Code provisions,
criminalizing “insult” to silence online
criticism of the authorities and leading to
harsh prison sentences including against the
writer Abdullah al-Maliki in Saudi Arabia, who
was sentenced to seven years. Journalists in
Egypt and Libya faced prosecution and
imprisonment for their work and additionally,
in Iran, one journalist was executed. The
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Lebanese authorities investigated dozens of
journalists or activists who had taken part in
the October 2019 protest movement. In
Tunisia, nine social media users faced
criminal investigation and, at times, brief
periods of detention for publishing Facebook
posts criticizing local authorities or the police.

Regional governments continued to censor
the internet; the Egyptian and Palestinian
authorities blocked access to websites, and
the Iranian authorities blocked social media
channels. Governments invested in expensive
digital surveillance equipment like that
produced by the NSO Group, an Israeli
spyware company, to target human rights
defenders. Amnesty International
investigations revealed how the Moroccan
authorities used the NSO Group’s notorious
Pegasus software to target human rights
defender and academic Maati Monjib and
independent journalist Omar Radi, both of
whom were arrested and faced prosecution
on trumped-up charges. In July, a Tel Aviv
court rejected a case brought by Amnesty
International and others asking the Israeli
Ministry of Defense to revoke the NSO
Group’s security export licence.
Governments must release all prisoners of
conscience immediately and
unconditionally, halt all investigations or
prosecutions related to peaceful online or
offline expression, and stop blocking
websites without due process. As a priority,
authorities should repeal subjective
provisions that criminalize “insult” and
must decriminalize defamation.

HUMAN RIGHTS
DEFENDERS AND FREEDOM
OF ASSOCIATION

Human rights defenders continued to pay a
heavy price for their bravery. The authorities
tried to silence and punish them for their
work, using various tactics. The Israeli
authorities used raids, judicial harassment
and travel bans against critics of the military
occupation, including Amnesty International
employee Laith Abu Zeyad whose travel ban
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was upheld by the Jerusalem District Court in
November. The Iranian authorities unlawfully
closed businesses or froze assets of human
rights defenders and carried out reprisals
against their relatives, including their children
or parents. In Egypt, security forces arrested
three staff members from the Egyptian
Initiative for Personal Rights and, in a rare
move, released them weeks later, following a
global campaign. At the same time, judicial
authorities arbitrarily added at least five
human rights defenders to “terrorists lists” for
five years. Virtually all Saudi Arabian human
rights defenders were in exile or imprisoned.
In December, a court sentenced women’s
rights defender Loujain al-Hathloul to five
years and eight months in prison.

The Algerian authorities passed legislation
further restricting freedom of association,
introducing a 14-year prison sentence for
receiving foreign funding to undermine “the
fundamental interests of Algeria”. The
Moroccan authorities arrested Maati Monjib
in December and investigated him on
charges related to the receipt of foreign
funding.

In June, Nabeel Rajab, head of the
outlawed Bahrain Centre for Human Rights,
was released on probation, after serving a
four-year prison sentence for a Twitter post in
which he criticized the government’s human
rights record.

States must recognize their obligations to
respect and guarantee the right to defend
human rights by ensuring that human rights
defenders are able to work free from
arbitrary arrest and prosecution, threats,
attacks and harassment. Authorities must
respect the right to freedom of association
and remove arbitrary restrictions on civil
society organizations.

PROTESTS AND THE
UNLAWFUL USE OF FORCE

Protest movements in Algeria, Iraq and
Lebanon continued to organize in the first few
months of the year until the spread of
COVID-19 led to their suspension. Peaceful
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protesters faced arrest, beatings and, at
times, prosecution for participating in
protests. In Iraq, federal security forces
arrested thousands of protesters in the first
few months of the year. Kurdistan Regional
Government officials cited COVID-19 as
justification for dispersing protesters in May
in the city of Dohuk and charged them with
“misusing electronic devices” in organizing a
protest.

Security forces throughout the region used
force to disperse protests, including through
use of less-lethal weapons. The force used
was frequently unlawful, often because it was
unnecessary or excessive, and weapons were
used in a manner they were not designed for.
In Iraq, security forces used live ammunition
and military-grade tear gas grenades, killing
dozens of protesters in Baghdad, Basra,
Karbala, Diyala, Najaf and Nasriya. In
Lebanon, security forces used rubber pellets
in a shoot-to-harm manner in January and
February, injuring hundreds of protesters. In
Tunisia, police used unnecessary and
excessive force when dispersing a peaceful
protest in the southern governorate of
Tataouine, recklessly firing tear gas in densely
populated residential areas with canisters
landing inside homes and near a hospital. In
Iran, security forces fired pointed pellets,
rubber bullets and tear gas, beating and
arresting scores of peaceful protesters.

As economic hardship increased, sporadic
protests took place later in the year against
worsening living conditions in a number of
countries. In Libya, there were rare protests
in the east and west against corruption and
unaccountable militias and armed groups,
who responded to protests by abducting
protesters and using live ammunition against
them, killing at least one man. In the city of
Sulaymaniyah in northern Iraq, protests
against unpaid wages and corruption were
met with live ammunition by Kurdish
authorities leading to scores of deaths. In
Egypt, rare protests led to the arrests of
hundreds of protesters and bystanders who
remained in detention pending investigations
into "terrorism" and protest-related charges.
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Authorities should ensure that their law
enforcement officers comply with
international standards on the use of
firearms and less-lethal weapons,
investigate the unlawful use of force and
hold law enforcement officers to account.
States should always uphold the right to
freedom of peaceful assembly.

DETENTION CONDITIONS
AND TORTURE

Prisoners in several countries were at
heightened risk of contracting COVID-19 due
to overcrowding, insanitary conditions and
poor ventilation in conditions that amounted
to torture and other cruel and inhuman
treatment. Overcrowding was common
because of arbitrary detention practices,
including prolonged pre-trial detention
without effective appeal, as in Egypt for
example, or administrative detention, such as
in Israel and Palestine. In Morocco, the
authorities increased the prison population
when they imprisoned people solely for
breaching pandemic-related measures.

Prison visits were banned during national
lockdowns and sometimes beyond, for
example in Bahrain and Egypt. Prisoners
were not provided with alternative means to
communicate with their families.

In Egypt, prison officials failed to distribute
adequate sanitation products or to introduce
testing and isolation measures and punished
prisoners who raised safety concerns. In Iran,
where prison authorities themselves
acknowledged the lack of resources
to respond to the pandemic, security forces
responded to prison protests and riots calling
for better protection from COVID-19 with
unlawful force, including by using live
ammunition, pellets and tear gas, in some
cases leading to killings. Prison health care
was often inadequate and in Egypt, Iran and
Saudi Arabia, prisoners with a political
background were sometimes deliberately
denied health care as a punishment. In
Egypt, at least 35 detainees died in prison or
shortly after release, following medical
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complications and, in some cases, denial of
adequate health care.

Torture or other ill-treatment in state
custody continued in at least 18 countries,
particularly during the interrogation phase to
extract “confessions”. Across the region,
courts convicted defendants on the basis of
torture-tainted evidence. Prison officials in
Bahrain, Egypt, Iran and Morocco used
prolonged and indefinite solitary
confinement, itself often amounting to
torture, to punish prisoners for their political
views or speech or to extract “confessions”.
Authorities should prioritize medical care
and overcrowding in prisons. To counter the
spread of COVID-19, they should release all
those arbitrarily detained or detained
without necessity, such as pre-trial
detainees. Judicial officials should
investigate torture and other ill-treatment in
places of detention as well as punitive ill-
treatment in prisons, including the use of
prolonged solitary confinement, and end the
use of torture-tainted statements in legal
proceedings.

IMPUNITY AND ACCESS TO
JUSTICE

Across the region, security forces enjoyed
impunity for human rights violations,
especially for the unlawful use of lethal or
less-lethal force and torture. In June, the
Iranian authorities revealed for the first time
the official figures for those killed during the
November 2019 protests, but continued to
cover up the real death toll , and publicly
praised security and intelligence forces for
their role in the crackdown. In Irag, the new
Prime Minister’s promises to investigate the
killing of hundreds of protesters and to
compensate their families were not realized.
In Lebanon, judicial authorities failed to
investigate over 40 complaints of torture and
the unlawful use of less-lethal weapons that
had caused hundreds of injuries to protesters
between 2019 and 2020. In Egypt,
prosecutors routinely failed to effectively
investigate torture and enforced
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disappearance complaints, with the rare
exception of deaths in custody in non-
political cases like that of shop owner Islam
al-Australy who died two days after his arrest
in September.

There were some steps towards
accountability, often a long struggle, at the
international level. In June, the UN Human
Rights Council established a fact-finding
mission to investigate violations and abuses
of international human rights law and
international humanitarian law committed by
all parties to the conflict in Libya since 2016.
In December, seven UN experts wrote to the
Iranian government warning that past and
ongoing violations related to prison
massacres in 1988 may amount to crimes
against humanity and that they would call for
an international investigation if these
violations persisted.

Ten years after its revolution, Tunisia’s
transitional justice process continued, with
the government finally publishing the Truth
and Dignity Commission’s concluding report
and establishing a reparations fund. Dozens
of trials continued before dedicated criminal
courts but security force and police unions
continued to boycott the process while
accused officers refused to respond to court
summons.

In countries including Egypt, Iran, Israel
and the Occupied Palestinian Territories
(OPT), Libya, Saudi Arabia and Syria,
exceptional courts, such as military,
revolutionary and security courts, were used
extensively, and trials grossly violated fair trial
standards. Trials before ordinary criminal
courts were often equally problematic, with
mass trials continuing to take place. In some
countries, notably Egypt, Iran, Iraq and Saudi
Arabia, the death penalty was imposed and
implemented following grossly unfair trials.

Israel continued to carry out systematic
violations, including crimes under
international law, against Palestinians with
impunity. A pre-trial chamber at the
International Criminal Court was still looking
at the question of the court’s jurisdiction in
the OPT, the result of which may allow for the
Office of the Prosecutor to open an
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investigation into crimes under international
law.

Israel continued to impose institutionalized
discrimination against Palestinians living
under its rule in Israel and the OPT,
displacing at least 996 Palestinians in Israel
and the occupied West Bank through home
demolitions.

National judicial authorities should hold
members of security services to account for
abuses, to ensure judicial oversight of the
executive, and uphold due process
standards without recourse to the death
penalty.

VIOLATIONS IN ARMED
CONFLICT

The lives of civilians in Iraq, Libya, Syria and
Yemen continued to be afflicted by years of
armed conflict, where fluctuating levels of
violence by state and non-state parties to
these conflicts reflected shifting alliances on
the ground and the interests of external
military powers. Multiple parties in the
conflicts committed war crimes and other
serious violations of international
humanitarian law. Some carried out direct
attacks against civilians or civilian
infrastructure. In Libya, armed groups and
militias continued to attack medical facilities
and abduct health workers. Al-Khadra
General Hospital in the capital, Tripoli,
designated by the Health Ministry to treat
COVID-19 patients, was shelled in April and
May. Syrian and Russian government forces
carried out direct attacks on civilians and
civilian objects, including hospitals and
schools, through the aerial bombing of cities
in the governorates of Idlib, Hama and
Aleppo.

Almost all parties to the fighting in the
region carried out indiscriminate attacks that
killed and injured civilians in the form of air
strikes and shelling of residential areas with
artillery, mortars and rockets. The transfer of
weapons used to commit war crimes and
other violations continued. The United Arab
Emirates (UAE) continued to illicitly divert
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weapons and military equipment to militias in
Yemen. In Libya, countries including Russia,
Turkey and the UAE, continued to supply
their allies with arms and military equipment,
including banned anti-personnel mines in
violation of the UN arms embargo. Turkey
and the UAE directly intervened in hostilities
through airstrikes which killed civilians and
people not directly participating in hostilities.
In Syria, Russia maintained its direct support
of military campaigns by government forces
that violated international law, while Turkey
backed armed groups that engaged in
abductions and summary killings.

Some actors continued to restrict
humanitarian access as a tactic, exacerbating
socio-economic hardship and particularly
undermining the access of affected civilians
to health care during the pandemic. In
Yemen, all parties to the conflict arbitrarily
restricted humanitarian assistance, further
worsening the state of the already depleted
health care system, which had only 50% of
its hospitals and other medical facilities
operating. The Syrian government continued
to impede access to UN humanitarian aid
agencies and Damascus-based international
NGOs, so that the UN Security Council-
authorized mechanism for cross-border aid
from Turkey remained the only lifeline for
some communities, although the number of
crossing points was reduced from four to two.

In Gaza and southern Israel, sporadic
bursts of armed hostilities flared up between
Israel and Palestinian armed groups. Israel
maintained its illegal blockade on the Gaza
Strip.

Parties to armed conflicts must abide by
international humanitarian law. In particular
they must end direct attacks against
civilians or civilian infrastructure and
indiscriminate attacks, and refrain from
using explosive weapons with wide-area
effects in civilian areas. Military powers
must halt arms transfers where there is a
significant risk that they will be used in
violation of international law, as was the
case in the ongoing conflicts in the region.
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RIGHTS OF REFUGEES,
ASYLUM-SEEKERS,
MIGRANTS AND
INTERNALLY DISPLACED
PEOPLE

Already at heightened risk due to
overcrowding, refugees, migrants

and internally displaced people (IDPs) living
in camps were hit hard by movement
restrictions imposed to prevent the spread of
COVID-19, limiting their access to
employment outside the camps and the
ability of humanitarian workers to deliver aid.

The barrage of attacks on civilians and
civilian infrastructure in northwest Syria
increased the population of already
overstretched IDP camps close to the Turkish
border by nearly 1 million people. In Iraq, the
authorities closed at least 10 IDP camps,
subjecting tens of thousands of people to
secondary displacement and, for those
perceived to have ties to the armed group
calling itself Islamic State, the risk of arbitrary
detention and enforced disappearance.

Jordan, Lebanon and Turkey continued to
host most of the 5 million refugees who had
fled Syria since the start of the crisis in 2011,
illustrating the failure of the international
community to share the burden of
responsibility. In Jordan, Syrian refugees
were among those most affected by the
national lockdown due to their largely
informal employment and a lack of written
contracts, social security and health
insurance cover or valid work permits.

In Libya, the suffering of refugees, asylum-
seekers and migrants was compounded by
the economic impact of COVID-19, border
closures and movement restrictions. State
and non-state actors subjected them to
indefinite arbitrary detention, abductions,
unlawful killings, torture and other ill-
treatment, rape and other sexual violence,
and forced labour. Thousands were forcibly
disappeared upon disembarkation by the EU-
supported Libyan Coast Guard, while at least
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6,000 were expelled from eastern Libya
without due process.

Authorities continued to arrest and detain
undocumented migrants, often without legal
grounds. Algerian authorities denied detained
migrants any access to legal recourse,
sometimes for months, expelling over 17,000
of them. In Tunisia, a group of 22 migrants
won a case challenging their detention in
Ouardia Center and the Ministry of Interior
complied by releasing them gradually.
Governments must halt the direct and
constructive refoulement of refugees and
asylum-seekers to Syria and other countries,
while western and other states must take a
much greater share of their responsibilities,
including through resettlement.

WORKERS’ RIGHTS

The economic impact of the pandemic led to
widespread job losses across the region. In
Egypt, tens of thousands of private sector
workers were dismissed, forced to accept
reduced wages, work without protective
equipment or take open-ended unpaid leave.
Workers and trade unionists often faced
arrest solely for exercising their right to strike.
In Jordan, a protracted dispute between the
government and the teachers’ union was
exacerbated by the government’s decision to
freeze public sector pay until the end of 2020
due to COVID-19, which was met by new
protests in August. Jordanian police raided
13 union branches, arrested dozens of union
and board members and a court ordered the
union’s dissolution.

The pandemic aggravated the already
vulnerable position of migrant workers whose
employment was governed by the kafala
system in Bahrain, Jordan, Kuwait, Lebanon,
Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia and the UAE.
Inadequately protected from abuse by their
employers and agents, migrant workers faced
arbitrary dismissals and unpaid wages and
were also at heightened risk of COVID-19,
due to insanitary conditions and
overcrowding in camps or shelters. They
rarely had access to social protection or
alternative employment since emergency in-
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kind and cash assistance was limited to
country nationals, for example in Jordan,
where only daily workers who were Jordanian
were eligible. Thousands of migrant workers
who lost their jobs also lost their residency
status, and were therefore at risk of arrest,
detention and deportation. Those wishing to
leave the country often could not do so
because of COVID-19-related travel
restrictions. Governments, including in
Kuwait and Saudi Arabia, extended residency
permits or announced amnesties for permit
violators, allowing them to leave the country
without paying fines if they had no debts or
ongoing court cases.

Reforms to improve protection for migrant
workers were announced in several
countries, particularly in the Gulf, where they
constituted a high proportion of the
workforce. In Oman and Qatar, the authorities
made legislative changes to allow migrant
workers to change jobs without their
employers’ permission. In Kuwait, the
authorities prosecuted at least three cases of
physical abuse by employers against migrant
domestic workers as well as cases of human
trafficking and illegal visa traders.
Governments should ensure that workers’
rights are upheld, that they protect the right
to strike, extend labour law protections to
migrant workers, including migrant
domestic workers, and abolish the kafala
system.

WOMEN AND GIRLS’
RIGHTS

Women’s rights organizations, helplines or
shelters for survivors of violence reported an
increase in calls for help due to domestic
violence, and requests for emergency shelter
during national lockdown periods, including
in Algeria, Iraq, Jordan, Morocco and Tunisia.
“Honour” killings continued in Iraq, Jordan,
Kuwait and Palestine where the authorities
failed to take action to prosecute the
perpetrators. In Libya, state and non-state
actors subjected women and girls to
gendered abuse, intimidation online,
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abduction and assassination, as in the case
of lawyer Hanan al-Barassi in Benghazi. In
Iran, the “morality” police enforced
discriminatory forced veiling laws by
subjecting women and girls to daily
harassment and violent attacks.

Women continued to face entrenched
discrimination in law, including in relation to
marriage, divorce, child custody, inheritance
and, in Saudi Arabia and Iran, employment
and political office. The suspension of court
proceedings during lockdowns had an
adverse impact on women'’s access to a
remedy, including in prosecutions of violence
against women in Morocco.

In Egypt, an online campaign by young
feminists led to the arrest of several men
accused of rape, resulting in one trial, but the
authorities also arrested survivors and
witnesses who had testified in these cases. At
least nine women social media influencers in
Egypt were prosecuted on charges of
“violating family principles” for their videos
on TikTok.

In a positive step, the Kuwaiti Parliament
approved a bill criminalizing domestic
violence, offering further protections for
victims of domestic violence as well as legal
and medical services.

In addition to addressing long-standing
discrimination against women in law and
practice, authorities should publicly
condemn all forms of violence against
women. They should prioritize policies to
ensure that women and girls who are
victims of violence are accorded an
effective remedy and that their abusers are
held to account.

RIGHTS OF LESBIAN, GAY,
BISEXUAL, TRANSGENDER
AND INTERSEX (LGBTI)
PEOPLE

Throughout the region, LGBTI people faced
harassment, arrest and prosecution, on the
basis of their real or perceived sexual
orientation or gender identity. In some
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countries, forced anal examinations, a
practice amounting to torture, took place to
gather evidence of same-sex sexual conduct
in the case of gay men. Criminal courts
continued to treat consensual same-sex
sexual relations as a crime, often sentencing
men, and sometimes women, either under
public decency or dedicated provisions.
Algerian police arrested 44 people for a party
they described as a “homosexual wedding”,
and a court later sentenced the hosts and all
guests to three years and one year in prison,
respectively, for “inciting homosexuality” and
“debauchery”. Tunisian courts convicted at
least 15 men and one woman under Article
230 of the Penal Code, which criminalizes
“sodomy”. In Libya, Al-Radaa Forces
continued to detain men for their perceived
sexual orientation or gender identity, and
tortured and otherwise ill-treated them.
Governments must release all those
detained for their real or perceived sexual
orientation and drop all charges against
those facing prosecution. Legislative
authorities must repeal provisions
criminalizing consensual same-sex sexual
relations, scrap anal examinations and
enact legislation prohibiting discrimination
on the basis of sexual orientation or gender
identity.
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AFGHANISTAN

Islamic Republic of Afghanistan
Head of state and government: Mohammad Ashraf
Ghani

The current conflict in Afghanistan entered
its twentieth year and continued to claim
large numbers of civilian casualties. Attacks
by the Taliban and other armed groups
deliberately targeted civilians and civilian
objects in violation of international
humanitarian law; sites that were attacked
included a maternity hospital and
educational institutions. There was no
accountability for these crimes as impunity
persisted. Women and girls continued to
face violence, harassment and intimidation.
Violence against children persisted. Afghan
asylum-seekers continued to be forcibly
returned to Afghanistan, particularly from
Iran where some had been attacked by the
Iranian security forces. The Afghan
Government established a Joint Commission
for protection of human rights defenders
and civil society activists in Afghanistan;
the Commission will work under the Second
Vice-President Mohammad Sarwar Danish,
and the members include activists and the
Afghanistan Independent Human Rights
Commission.

BACKGROUND

In February the Afghan Taliban signed a
peace agreement with the USA ahead of a
proposed withdrawal of US troops. The
agreement included a pledge to release “up
to 5,000” Taliban fighters held in Afghan
government prisons from a list initially given
to the USA, in exchange for 1,000 members
of the Afghan security forces held by the
armed group. The Afghan government
resisted releasing 400 fighters from the list,
who were alleged to be responsible for
serious crimes. The proposed release of
certain Taliban fighters also triggered
concerns from France and Australia as it
included those responsible for killing their
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soldiers. However, under pressure from the
USA they too were released; a few who were
accused of killing foreign citizens were
subsequently transferred to Qatar. Eventually,
more than 5,000 Taliban prisoners were
released, including prisoners accused of
serious crimes.

The US-Taliban peace agreement deferred
the question of a political settlement in
Afghanistan to direct talks between
representatives of the Afghan government
and various mainly political groups on one
side, and representatives of the Taliban on
the other. The so-called “intra-Afghan talks”
began in September in Doha, Qatar. There
was little representation of women on the side
of the Afghan government, and no
representation of women in the Taliban
delegation. There was also no representation
of conflict victims, despite the demands of
human rights groups. By December, the
negotiating teams had only agreed on an
internal guiding principle for the negotiation
processes.

ARMED CONFLICT

Despite the peace talks, the armed conflict
continued to see civilians injured and killed
throughout the year and a rise in the number
of people internally displaced. According to
the UN Assistance Mission in Afghanistan
(UNAMA), 2,177 civilians were killed and
3,822 wounded between 1 January and 30
September. Although the figures represented
a 30% reduction in civilian casualties
compared with the same period in 2019, the
number of civilian deaths remained

almost the same.

UNAMA reported that the Taliban was
responsible for 45% of the civilian casualties,
and the armed group calling itself the Islamic
State in Khorasan was responsible for 7% of
the civilian casualties between 1 January and
30 September. Armed groups were
collectively responsible for the deliberate
targeting and killing of civilians, including
teachers, health workers, humanitarian
workers, judges, tribal and religious leaders,
and state employees. The attacks included
violations of international humanitarian law,
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including war crimes, with civilians and
civilian objects deliberately targeted. In May,
a maternity hospital in the Dasht-e-Barchi
neighbourhood in the west of the capital,
Kabul, was attacked by gunmen. They killed
24 people, including new-born babies,
pregnant women and health workers. No
group claimed responsibility for the attack.

Pro-government forces were responsible
for more than a quarter of all deaths and
injuries between 1 January and 30
September, with 602 people killed and 1,038
injured. These included 83 people killed and
30 injured by international military forces.
According to UNAMA, the number of civilian
casualties attributed to the Afghan National
Army had increased in comparison to the
previous year, mainly from airstrikes and
ground engagements. UNAMA said violence
increased in the lead-up to the peace talks.

Children continued to be recruited for
combat, particularly by armed groups and
the Afghan security forces — pro-government
militias and local police — and faced multiple
abuses, including sexual abuse. Afghanistan
continued to be, according to UNAMA, “one
of the deadliest countries in the world for
children”, with both pro-government and
anti-government forces responsible for more
than 700 child casualties each. In October,
First Vice-President Amrullah Saleh
announced ordering the arrest of an
individual who reported civilian casualties in
an Afghan government air strike on a school,
which had killed 12 children. Later, the
Takhar provincial governor’s spokesperson
reported that he was removed from his
position for reporting on child civilian
causalities caused by the Afghan security
forces.

IMPUNITY

The peace agreement between the USA and
the Taliban made no mention of human rights
or of women. Under the agreement, impunity
was preserved for serious crimes under
international law by all parties. In September,
the US administration cemented this position
by imposing sanctions, including asset
freezes, against the Prosecutor of the ICC,
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who was poised to lead an investigation into
war crimes and crimes against humanity by
all parties to the conflict since 2003.

RIGHT TO HEALTH

Afghanistan’s weak health care infrastructure
was overwhelmed when COVID-19 swept
across the country. A total of 52,011 cases
and 2,237 deaths were recorded, which
almost certainly did not represent the true
scale of infection in the country. In most
Afghan provinces there was no possibility of
receiving a COVID-19 test, and samples were
transported to the capital. The government’s
response — implemented with the support of
international donors — was sharply criticized,
with allegations of corruption, and people
with the greatest need of assistance being left
behind. During quarantine, there were many
reported cases of poor households having not
been included in lists for the distribution of
bread because they were not members of the
community mosque, while those who were
relatively better off received bread.

Internally displaced people, who were
already living in precarious conditions before
the pandemic, faced particular difficulties in
accessing health care and basic amenities.
Across the country, the number of people
living in poverty remained high, at 55% of the
population, and this figure was predicted to
rise because of economic slowdown caused
by the pandemic.

REFUGEES AND INTERNALLY
DISPLACED PEOPLE

Iran, Pakistan, Turkey and EU countries
continued to forcibly return migrants and
asylum-seekers to Afghanistan, in violation of
the principle of non-refoulement. These
returns, which slowed for a period during the
pandemic, were alarming in light of the
health care situation in Afghanistan, the
unabated conflict, and high levels of poverty.
The Iranian authorities forcibly returned
nearly 700,000 people between 1 January
and 31 October. Iranian border forces were
also responsible for attacks on Afghan
migrants, including cases of torture and
drowning in May and an arson attack on a

59



vehicle carrying migrants in June. The
attacks were not investigated, and no action
was taken against the perpetrators.

According to the International Organization
for Migration, there were 4 million people
internally displaced in Afghanistan in 2020,
an increase from 1.2 million in 2016 and half
a million in 2013. Throughout this time,
internally displaced people languished on the
brink of survival, in many cases living in
densely populated camps and facing
constant difficulties accessing clean water,
health care and employment. Their situation
deteriorated further as a result of the
COVID-19 pandemic.

WOMEN'’S AND GIRLS’ RIGHTS

Violence against women and girls

Women and girls continued to face gender-
based discrimination and violence throughout
Afghanistan, especially in areas under
Taliban control, where their rights were
violated with impunity and violent
“punishments” were meted out for perceived
transgressions of the armed group’s
interpretation of Islamic law.

Violence against women and girls
remained chronically under-reported, with
women often fearing reprisals and lacking
confidence in the authorities if they came
forward. According to the Afghanistan
Independent Human Rights Commission
(AIHRC), more than 100 cases of murder
were reported during the year. Where these
cases were reported, there was a persistent
failure to investigate them. In some cases,
victims of violence came under pressure from
their communities or state officials to
withdraw their complaints, or “mediation”
was used to resolve complaints beyond the
protection of the law. As a result, there was
widespread impunity for the perpetrators of
beatings, killings, torture and other ill-
treatment, and corporal punishments.

Women'’s participation in government
Women'’s participation in government
remained limited despite some key
improvements in the situation of women
since 2000. Women'’s participation in roles in
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provincial and local governments remained
largely restricted, particularly in the social
protection and education sectors. The few
women in government faced intimidation,
harassment and discrimination. They were
not able to access office resources on
equitable terms with male colleagues and
were often denied overtime work and
payment. Women were further denied
adequate opportunities in decision-making
roles and the attacks they faced while
working in government offices were rarely
investigated, with impunity persisting for the
perpetrators.

CHILDREN’S RIGHTS

Children continued to face harassment and
sexual violence. Despite the sexual abuse of
children being well-publicized, and the
abusive practice of “bacha bazi” (male
children being sexually abused by older men)
being criminalized in 2018, the authorities
made little effort to end impunity and hold
perpetrators accountable.

Children lacked adequate opportunities to
pursue their right to quality education.
According to UNICEF, over 2 million girls
remained out of school, and according to
government figures about 7,000 schools in
the country had no building. Large numbers
of children continued to be pressed into
forced labour or begging on the streets.

FREEDOMS OF EXPRESSION,
ASSOCIATION AND ASSEMBLY

The conditions grew more difficult for
journalists, media workers, and activists to
function due to increasing insecurity and the
targeted killings of activists, journalists, and
moderate religious scholars. Journalists
raised concerns over the lack of access to
information and did not enjoy adequate
protection from attacks by armed groups.
The government introduced a draft
mass media bill, which would have imposed
further restrictions on the right to freedom of
expression. It was forced to withdraw the bill
in the face of widespread criticism.
Discussions were ongoing in parliament
over a draft bill on public gatherings, strikes
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and demonstrations, which if passed would
significantly restrict the right to freedom of
peaceful assembly.

The cabinet rejected a third draft bill on
NGOs after Amnesty International raised
concerns that it placed unnecessary
restrictions on registration processes and
operational independence.

HUMAN RIGHTS DEFENDERS

Attacks and targeted killings against activists,
human rights defenders and journalists
increased. Human rights defenders
continued to come under attack, facing
intimidation, violence and killings. In March,
government officials in Helmand province
physically assaulted human rights defenders
who had alleged corruption. They needed
hospital treatment for their injuries. In May,
Mohammad Ibrahim Ebrat, a facilitator of the
Civil Society Joint Working Group, was
attacked and wounded by unknown gunmen
in Zabul province. He subsequently died of
his injuries. In June, two staff members of the
AIHRC, Fatima Khalil and Jawad Folad, were
killed in an attack on their car in Kabul.

In December, the Afghan government
established the Joint Commission for
protection of human rights defenders and
civil society activists in Afghanistan. The
Commission will work under the Second Vice-
President Mohammad Sarwar Danish, and
the members include activists and the
AIHRC. It remained too early to assess the
Commission’s effectiveness in protecting
activists or ensuring attacks and threats are
investigated and perpetrators are prosecuted.

ALBANIA

Republic of Albania
Head of state: llir Meta
Head of government: Edi Rama

Domestic violence against women increased
during lockdown. The Prime Minister
threatened to use extraordinary powers to
close media for “spreading panic” over
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COVID-19. Roma and LGBTI people
continued to face discrimination.

BACKGROUND

Between 31 March and 23 June, Albania
derogated from certain European Convention
on Human Rights obligations in the name of
containing COVID-19. Excessive measures
were used to enforce the lockdown.

VIOLENCE AGAINST WOMEN AND GIRLS

Gender-based violence worsened during the
lockdown. A women'’s rights NGO reported a
threefold annual increase in calls to the
national Counseling Line for Women and Girls
during the March-May period.

The sexual abuse of a 15-year-old girl by
her school’s guard and three other men
sparked public outrage in June. Hundreds
protested gender-based violence in the
capital, Tirana.

FREEDOM OF EXPRESSION

In March, the Prime Minister threatened
media organizations with closure for
“spreading panic” over COVID-19.

The authorities retracted a controversial
anti-defamation law that threatened online
media freedom.

In August, the authorities seized Ora News
TV following an investigation into the owner’s
assets. The media group remained
operational.

REFUGEES, ASYLUM-SEEKERS AND
MIGRANTS

UN Rapporteurs expressed concern and the
Ombudsman found serious human rights
violations in Harun Celik’s expulsion to Turkey
on 1 January. Harun Celik, a Turkish teacher
linked to the so-called Gilen movement, had
applied for asylum in Albania.

DISCRIMINATION

In April, Roma activists protested
discrimination in the government’s allocation
of financial emergency assistance that did
not cover those working in the informal
sector.
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Parliament adopted amendments to the
law on discrimination, significantly expanding
the scope of groups covered by legal
protection.

LESBIAN, GAY, BISEXUAL,
TRANSGENDER AND INTERSEX (LGBTI)
PEOPLE

LGBTI people remained subject to
widespread discrimination, including being
denied the right to same-sex partnerships.

The Order of Psychologists prohibited its
members from performing conversion
therapy. The Ministry of Health banned
medical intervention on newborn intersex
children.

EXCESSIVE USE OF FORCE

Activists protesting the demolition of the
National Theatre in Tirana on 17 May faced
disproportionate use of police force. Two
journalists covering the protest were verbally
assaulted and hit by police officers; one was
temporarily detained.

Street clashes erupted in several cities
following the shooting of a 25-year-old man
by a police officer enforcing a COVID-linked
curfew on 8 December. Two journalists
covering the protests were detained and
assaulted. The Council of Europe’s
Commissioner for Human Rights called on
authorities to reverse blanket bans on
freedom of assembly.

ALGERIA

People’s Democratic Republic of Algeria
Head of state: Abdelmadjid Tebboune
Head of government: Abdelaziz Djerad

The authorities continued to detain and
prosecute peaceful protesters, journalists,
activists and citizens for exercising their
rights to peaceful assembly and expression
relating to the mass protest movement
known as Hirak. Legislative changes
imposed further restrictions on freedoms of
expression and association, by imposing
heavy criminal sanctions for spreading “fake
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news” and for receiving certain types of
foreign funds. A new Constitution was
adopted, which improved protection for
women but imposed undue restrictions on
rights and freedoms by making the exercise
of freedom of speech conditional on
religious and cultural values. The
authorities prevented Christian churches
from operating and harassed members of
the Ahmadiyya religious community. They
also proceeded with mass and arbitrary
expulsions of migrants. Discrimination
against women in law and practice
continued, as did gender-based violence
and femicide. Consensual same-sex sexual
relations remained criminalized and several
arrests were made. The right to form trade
unions remained restricted.

BACKGROUND

The peaceful protest movement Hirak, which
began in 2019 calling for radical political
change in Algeria, continued early in the
year, with protests halting in March due to
COVID-19 restriction measures.

The country went into a national lockdown
in response to COVID-19 from 4 April until
June, when measures were eased. In
December, the National Syndicate of Liberal
Doctors reported that at least 139 health
workers had died as a result of COVID-19.

In April, Parliament adopted the
Preventing and Combating Discrimination
and Hate Speech Law, which includes a
penalty of up to 10 years’ imprisonment for
those who breach it. However, the Law failed
to refer to discrimination based on religion,
sexuality or gender identity.

In November, a new Constitution was
adopted by referendum that saw a very low
turnout due to controversy over the process.
The Constitution improved language on
women's rights and social and economic
rights, but maintained the death penalty and
fell short of international standards on
freedoms of expression, assembly and
judicial independence.
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FREEDOMS OF EXPRESSION AND
ASSEMBLY

Hirak protests continued until March when
protesters decided to suspend protests to
prevent the spread of COVID-19. In January
2020, the authorities released more than 70
protesters, but at least 93 people, including
journalists as well as civil society and political
activists, remained in detention for online
posts or for participating in Hirak at the end
of the year, according to the National
Committee for the Liberation of Detainees.

The authorities used COVID-19 as a
justification to increase the arrests of
activists, journalists and bloggers for online
speech critical of the authorities, prosecuting
many of them under Penal Code provisions.

The authorities took advantage of the
international focus on the COVID-19
pandemic to pass amendments to the Penal
Code that criminalize the spread of “fake
news”, punishable by up to three years in
prison.!

In March, an appeals court in the capital,
Algiers, sentenced Karim Tabbou, head of the
unrecognized opposition political party
Democratic and Social Union, to one year in
prison and a fine for videos published on
Facebook in which he criticized the army’s
role in politics. He was released on parole on
2 July after nine months of detention.

On 15 April, the authorities admitted
blocking two online independent media
outlets, Maghreb Emergent and Radio M,
pending legal proceedings against their
Director for defamation of the President. As
of December, both sites remained blocked.

On 21 June, a court in Chéraga, a suburb
of Algiers, sentenced Amira Bouraoui, a
doctor and activist, to one year in prison for
online posts that criticized the President,
before provisionally releasing her pending
appeal.Z On 8 November, another court in
Algiers sentenced her to three years in prison
in her absence for an online post she
published about the Prophet Muhammed.

In August, prominent journalist Khaled
Drareni was sentenced, on appeal, to two
years in prison for “incitement to unarmed

Amnesty International Report 2020/21

gathering” and “harming the integrity of the
national territory” for his independent
reporting on Hirak. A court in Algiers also
sentenced activists Samir Benlarbi and
Slimane Hamitouche to a year in prison, eight
months of which were suspended, for their
online publications and participation in the
protests.?

On 8 October, over 20 people were
arrested in the north-western city of Oran
during a protest organized by women'’s rights
groups to denounce the prevalence of
gender-based violence and the rape and
murder of a 19-year-old woman. All those
arrested were released later that day without
charge.

Also in October, 42 peaceful
demonstrators were arrested in Algiers while
commemorating the 1988 youth protests.
Thirty-three, including at least five women,
were provisionally released, and nine were
imprisoned in El Harrach prison, in a suburb
of Algiers, before eventually being released.

In November, a first instance court in the
north-western city of Relizane, sentenced
political activist Abdallah Benaoum to one
year in prison for Facebook posts he
published criticizing the authorities and
opposing the holding of presidential
elections.

FREEDOM OF ASSOCIATION

A Penal Code provision introduced in April
provided for up to 14 years’ imprisonment for
members of associations who receive foreign
funding to carry out activities deemed
detrimental to state security and the
"fundamental interests of Algeria”. This vague
language could lead to the limitation of
legitimate activities of associations disliked by
the authorities.

The authorities kept many associations,
including Amnesty International Algeria, in
legal limbo by failing to respond to
registration applications submitted in line
with the highly restrictive Associations Law.

FREEDOM OF RELIGION AND BELIEF
The 2006 Decree 06-03 continued to restrict
the exercise of religions other than Islam. The
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Decree stipulates that non-Muslim religious
worship can only take place in buildings that
have received a licence from the “National
Commission for Non-Muslim Religious
Groups”, though it is unclear how operational
the Commission is. According to the
Protestant Church of Algeria, authorities
rarely approve their request for licensing,
putting their churches at constant risk of
closure.

The Ahmadiyya community, who consider
themselves as Muslims, continued to face
harassment on the basis of their religious
beliefs. In January, the Prosecutor’s Office in
Constantine interrogated seven Ahmadis and
confiscated their passports after interviewing
them in relation to their religious beliefs and
practices, then prosecuting them for forming
an illegal association. At the end of
December, the Court of First Instance
acquitted them but the authorities did not
return their passports.

On 25 November, an appeals court in the
eastern city of Khenchela sentenced Amazigh
and Hirak activist Yacine Mebarki to one year
in prison and a fine of DZD50,000 (around
US$385), for “insulting Islam” in relation to
social media posts in which he appeared to
criticize a Salafi scholar for calling for jihad.

In December, a judge at a court in Tizi
Ouzou sentenced 31 Ahmadis to a two-
month suspended prison sentence on
accusations of “undermining the integrity of
the national territory” under Article 79 of the
Penal Code, because of their religious beliefs.

RIGHTS OF REFUGEES, ASYLUM-
SEEKERS AND MIGRANTS

Detentions and mass expulsions of migrants
from Algeria to neighbouring Niger and Mali
continued throughout the lockdown period,
despite closed borders and the health risks
related to COVID-19 in removal centres.
According to humanitarian organizations in
Niger, between January and October, the
Algerian authorities expelled over 17,000
migrants to Niger — around 8,900 Nigeriens
and 8,100 people of other nationalities. Local
NGOs said that Algerian military personnel
treated migrants harshly during expulsions,
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using violence and confiscating their
belongings.

Algerian authorities denied detained
migrants any possibility to exercise legal
recourse, sometimes for months. As of 31
December, at least seven Yemeni asylum-
seekers registered with UNHCR, the UN
refugee agency, and awaiting approval of
their asylum applications, remained in
government detention centres in Algiers, at
risk of imminent expulsion and deportation to
Yemen.

WOMEN’S RIGHTS

The Penal Code and Family Code continued
to unlawfully discriminate against women in
matters of inheritance, marriage, divorce,
child custody and guardianship. The Penal
Code’s “forgiveness clause” allows rapists to
escape sentencing if they obtain a pardon
from their victim, and does not explicitly
recognize marital rape as a crime.

The Centre of Information on the Rights of
Women and Children reported 39 cases of
homicide and intentional assault and battery
resulting in the death of women during the
COVID-19 lockdown period. The women’s
group Feminicides Algérie said the true
number of cases of violence against women
far exceeded the official figures. Women'’s
rights group Réseau Wassila recorded an
increase in calls to their helpline reporting
domestic violence perpetrated by family
members in May, suggesting this was due to
confinement measures.

RIGHTS OF LESBIAN, GAY, BISEXUAL,
TRANSGENDER AND INTERSEX (LGBTI)
PEOPLE

The Penal Code continued to criminalize
consensual same-sex sexual relations,
carrying a prison sentence of between two
months and two years and a fine.

In September, police in Constantine
arrested 44 people for attending a party that
the media falsely described as a
“homosexual wedding”. The majority of those
arrested were sentenced to one year in
prison, while the host and his supposed
partner were both sentenced to three years’
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imprisonment. The court convicted them of
“inciting homosexuality” and “debauchery”
under Article 338 of the Penal Code, and of
breaking lockdown measures.

WORKERS' RIGHTS

The Labour Code continued to restrict the
right to form trade unions by limiting trade
union federations and confederations to
single occupational sectors; allowing only
Algerian-born people or those who had held
Algerian nationality for at least 10 years to
create trade union organizations; and
imposing restrictions on foreign funding for
trade unions.

The authorities continued to deny
registration to the independent General
Autonomous Confederation for Algerian
Workers, which first filed its application in
2013.

INDEPENDENCE OF THE JUDICIARY

The new Constitution failed to end the
executive’s control over the judiciary and
uphold judicial independence.

In February, the Justice Ministry ordered
the transfer of prosecutor Mohamed Sid
Ahmed Belhadi to El Oued, 600km south of
Algiers, two days after he had urged an
Algiers court to acquit 16 people arrested for
their peaceful participation in Hirak in
January. The National Union of Algerian
Magistrates described the transfer as
“political punishment and retaliation”.

Lawyers organized a national strike on 30
September and 1 October to demand respect
for the rights of defence and fair trial.

DEATH PENALTY

The Justice Minister announced on 11
October that a new law to prevent kidnapping
would include capital punishment for child
abduction resulting in the victim’s death.

Courts continued to hand down death
sentences. No executions have been carried
out since 1993.

1. Algeria: End repression against Hirak activists and journalists amid
COVID-19 (Press release, 27 April)
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2. Algeria: Constitutional reform process undermined by crackdown

(Press release, 25 June)

3. Algeria: Authorities pursue crackdown on Hirak, sentencing journalist

Khaled Drareni to three years in prison (Press release, 10 August)

ANGOLA

Republic of Angola
Head of state and government: Jodo Lourengo

The security forces used excessive force to
impose COVID-19 restrictions and dozens of
people, including children, were unlawfully
killed. Human rights defenders were
arrested for disseminating health
information and distributing masks and
hand sanitizer to Indigenous communities.
The rights to freedom of expression,
assembly and association were restricted
and activists faced arbitrary arrests and
detentions. Commercial farmers colluded
with government officials to forcibly evict
agro-pastoral communities from their land,
undermining their rights to food, water and
housing. The government failed to
guarantee the right to food for low-income
families during the nine-month lockdown
period.

BACKGROUND

In February, international media disclosed
the “Luanda Leaks” which revealed how
former President dos Santos’ daughter
embezzled state funds in offshore bank
accounts. In October, President Lourenco
said that his predecessor’s administration
illegally withdrew US$24 billion from the
country through fraudulent contracts with
state oil and diamond companies. Also in
October, the Public Prosecutor confiscated
assets worth billions of dollars which had
been acquired fraudulently by the former
President’s military generals and his Vice-
President.

Economic and social conditions worsened
amid the groundswell of pressure from youth
who demanded that the President fulfil his
promise, made during the 2017 electoral
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campaign, to create 500,000 jobs, and
protests against the high cost of living.

On 27 March, the government introduced
a state of emergency which was followed by
natural disaster regulations to address the
COVID-19 pandemic. These remained in
force until October and were used to impose
arbitrary restrictions which undermined
human rights. Lockdown measures restricting
movement between provinces continued at
the end of the year.

RIGHT TO FOOD

During the nine-month lockdown period, the
government failed to guarantee the right to
food, especially in low-income
neighbourhoods where most people
depended on the informal economy for their
livelihoods, for example by selling goods in
the streets and daily markets.

The authorities took punitive measures
against those in poor neighbourhoods who
were forced to leave their homes in search of
food, an act which was criminalized under
the state of emergency rules. While the
government introduced a food relief
programme for those living in poverty,
families in the Luanda and Benguela
provinces said they were not properly
informed about who qualified for the aid or
how the government decided which
communities should benefit.! Rural
communities in the south were also
disproportionately affected by food shortages
as a result of the ongoing drought.

UNLAWFUL KILLINGS

The security forces used excessive force to
impose restrictive COVID-19 measures which
resulted in dozens of deaths. Most of those
killed were young people, the youngest being
a 14-year-old boy, and were from poor
neighbourhoods. In many cases, Angolan
National Police (PNA) and Angolan Armed
Forces (FAA) officers were responsible.?

On 17 June, PNA officers stopped 20-
year-old Jodo de Assuncéo for not wearing a
mask in the Palanca neighbourhood. He
offered to get his mask but the officers
ordered him to perform acrobatics at
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gunpoint. When he said he was tired and ill,
an officer fired into the air next to his head
causing him to fall. Neighbours told the
officers that Jodo de Assuncao suffered from
a heart problem and hypertension. The police
took him to Hospital Cajueiros, where he died
the same day.

On 3 July, the police shot and killed 15-
year-old Mabiala Mienandi in Luanda
province. At around 7am, he was playing
soccer with friends. Witnesses said a police
vehicle approached and, without warning,
officers shot at the boys who ran for cover.
Mabiala Mienandi was hit by a bullet, after
which three policemen got out of their car
and kicked him three times before driving
away.

The next day, police officers shot 16-year-
old Clinton Dongala Carlos dead as he
returned from dinner at his aunt’s house in
the Cacuaco municipality, Luanda province.
According to witnesses, two FAA and three
PNA officers pursued him and one of them
shot him in the back.

On 13 July, José Manuel was shot dead in
street in the Prenda neighbourhood at
around midnight. He and his 16-year-old
friend, Mauricio, heard local people shouting
that the police were coming and while they
were running away, a police officer fired at
them hitting Mauricio in the shoulder and
killing José Manuel instantly.

These cases and others were under police
investigation at the end of the year. No
findings or information as to the progress of
investigations were made public and
impunity for such crimes remained
widespread.

ARBITRARY ARRESTS AND DETENTIONS

Those deemed to have flouted the
COVID-19 restrictions, including political
activists and human rights defenders, were
subjected to arbitrary arrests, detentions and
torture or other ill-treatment.

On 2 April, nine human rights defenders
from MBATIKA, a local civil society
organization, were distributing information
about COVID-19 and essential protective
products like soap and sanitizer, to the San
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Indigenous people and other traditional
communities in Cuando Cubango province.
Police beat them with batons and threatened
them with guns before arresting them. They
were released eight hours later without
charge.3

On 4 April, police beat 10 men in the
street in Buco-Zau municipality, Cabinda
province, and arrested them. Local people
said that seven of them had been on their
way to buy food. They were initially held
together in one cell in poor conditions and
released without charge at various points
between 5 and 7 April.

FREEDOMS OF EXPRESSION,
ASSOCIATION AND ASSEMBLY

The authorities continued to repress the
rights to freedom of expression, association
and peaceful assembly in Cabinda province.
Palitical activists and human rights defenders
were harassed, beaten and arbitrarily
detained. From September onwards, people
regularly protested against widespread
hunger, poverty and the high cost of living.
Authorities responded with unlawful force,
with security forces using water cannons,
rubber bullets, batons and tear gas to
unlawfully disperse the protesters.

On 28 June, plain-clothes police officers
physically assaulted, arbitrarily arrested and
detained Mauricio Gimbi, President of the
Union for the Independence of Cabinda
(UIC), and André Bonzela, Director of the
UIC President’s Office, at a taxi stop in
Cabinda city. Some days before, they and
their colleague, Jodo Mampuela, UIC Vice-
President, had displayed leaflets in Cabinda
city bearing the slogan “Cabinda is not
Angola” and calling for an “end to the right to
bear arms”.

On 29 June, the police searched Jodo
Mampuela’'s home at 5am and arrested him
after finding UIC leaflets. Charges brought
against the three men included “rebellion”,
“criminal association” and “outrage against
the state”. In September, the Cabinda Court
granted André Bonzela bail of 300,000
Angolan kwanza (US$350), a sum which he
could not afford, and he remained in
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detention. Mauricio Gimbi and Jodo
Mampuela were refused bail on grounds of
prior criminal records. The records related to
their participation in a peaceful
demonstration in 2019 after which they had
been charged with “outrage against the
state” and “public disturbance and
resistance”, among other trumped-up
charges. The men remained in detention in
Cabinda Province Civil Prison at the end of
the year.

FORCED EVICTIONS

Diversion of land use in favour of business,
mainly in the southern province of Huila,
continued to devastate local pastoral and
peasant farmer communities. Large scale
farming landowners, as well as local
authorities, blocked local communities from
accessing their farmlands and diverted their
water supplies to force them from their land.
Civil society organizations who lodged formal
complaints with the government, or took
other action to try and halt evictions, received
no response. The authorities failed to carry
out meaningful consultations with the
affected communities or to provide them with
compensation or reasonable alternatives.
Consequently, families were forcibly evicted
from their land, denied their livelihoods,
seriously undermining their rights to food,
water, housing and health.

In August, a spate of land diversion moves
affected families. A commercial farmer
initiated an extrajudicial process to evict the
community of Kamphanda, a remote village
in Gambos municipality, from their
communal land. He coerced illiterate
residents to sign over their land using their
fingerprints.

In the same month, the Communal
Administrator for Cainda, Quipungo
municipality, made an order for communal
agro-pastoral land farmed by local families to
be fenced off and handed over to another
commercial farmer. When residents
protested, the local authorities threatened
them with imprisonment.

Local government officials colluded with
farming businesses to evict the Cuvangue
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communities from their land in the Matala
municipality, in order to privatize areas of the
Cunene river, blocking the communities’
access to water.

The water company, Agua Preciosa, began
an unlawful process to force the Tyihonguelo
community, in Lubango municipality, from its
communal land, home to hundreds of
families, obstructing the canal that supplied
their water.

By the end of the year, the government
had not acted to protect communities from
forced evictions, or to protect their rights to
basic necessities.

1. Southern Africa: Governments must move beyond politics in
distribution of COVID-19 food aid (Press release, 6 May)

2. Angola: Witnesses describe horrific killings of teenagers by police
(Press release, 25 August)

3. Angola: Activists prevented from distributing COVID-19 essentials
(AFR 12/2146/2020)

4. Angola: Authorities escalate use of excessive force to crack down on
dissent (Press release, 8 December)

5. Statement on the Continued Detention of André Bonzela, Mauricio
Gimbi and Joao Mampuela and the Human Rights Situation in
Cabinda, Angola (Joint statement with Advancing rights in Southern
Africa and Human Rights Watch, 6 October)

ARGENTINA

Argentine Republic
Head of state and government: Alberto Fernandez

The COVID-19 pandemic exacerbated the
country’s ongoing economic crisis.
Measures to curb the spread of the virus
saw an increase in gender-based violence.
Indigenous Peoples were disproportionately
impacted by the pandemic. Enforced
disappearances and excessive use of force
by the police were reported. Abortion was
decriminalized and legalized within the first
14 weeks of pregnancy.

BACKGROUND

Argentina continued to experience a
profound economic and social crisis.
According to official figures, by June, 40.9%
of the population was living in poverty and
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the unemployment rate was 13.1%.
Concerns remained over debt repayments
and the obligation of states to protect
economic and social rights during the
pandemic and the recovery period.

In March, Decree 297/20 imposed a
nationwide lockdown and restricted freedom
of movement to curb the spread of
COVID-19.

Strict controls on movement between
provinces left hundreds of people stranded
across borders, without access to adequate
health care, hygiene and, in some cases,
family reunification. In November, the
National Supreme Court ordered the province
of Formosa to allow 8,300 people return to
their homes after eight months of the
restrictive measures. Full implementation of
the ruling was pending.

The Ministry of Security approved a new
police protocol that provides for the use of
open-source intelligence during the health
emergency, raising concerns about potential
online mass surveillance.

Health and essential workers were central
to the COVID-19 response. By 18 December,
64,958 health workers had been infected
with the virus.

WOMEN’S RIGHTS

The pandemic exacerbated and underscored
existing gender inequalities. Data showed
that unpaid domestic and care work would
represent 16% of GDP if it were paid. Women
performed over 75% of domestic and care
work in the country.

VIOLENCE AGAINST WOMEN AND GIRLS

During the pandemic there was a rise in
violence against women; by November,
emergency calls to helplines had increased
by an average of more than 18% compared
to 2019.

According to civil society monitoring
groups, there were at least 298 femicides in
2020.

As lockdown measures led to a greater
engagement online, women experienced
violence and abuse on social media,
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especially when seeking to defend women’s
human rights.

SEXUAL AND REPRODUCTIVE RIGHTS

In December, the Congress took a historic
step by decriminalizing and legalizing
abortion within the first 14 weeks of
pregnancy. After that, abortions are permitted
where the pregnancy poses a risk to the life
or health of the pregnant person or is the
result of rape. The Thousand Days
Programme —to strengthen comprehensive
care for women and children in the first years
of life — was unanimously approved

by the Senate in December.

According to official data, every four hours
a girl aged under 15 gives birth in Argentina.
Most are forced to carry to term pregnancies
that are the result of sexual violence.

During the pandemic, there were
increased barriers to accessing legal
abortion. In addition, women and adolescents
had their contraceptive treatment interrupted
for fear of COVID-19 at health facilities.

INDIGENOUS PEOPLES’ RIGHTS

Indigenous communities still lacked legal
recognition of their land rights, even though
the Constitution recognizes their right to
ancestral territories.

Encroachment on the ancestral territories
of Indigenous Peoples by private individuals
or state forces continued. Communities were
subjected to violence, restrictions on their
movement and food supplies, inadequate
access to clean water and a lack of hygienic
and sanitary conditions.

Concerns were raised over the impact of
COVID-19 on Indigenous Peoples, who
continued to experience obstacles to
accessing social benefits.

The federal government declared mining
an essential sector during the pandemic.
Concerns remained over projects for possible
lithium extraction on Indigenous Peoples’
lands without an exhaustive study of the
possible impact on natural resources and
without ensuring the free, prior and informed
consent of the Indigenous communities
affected. In the Salinas Grandes Salt flat,
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Indigenous communities continued to
demand information about the potential
impacts of mining on their water sources.

IMPUNITY

Trials before ordinary civilian courts
continued for crimes against humanity
committed under the 1976-1983 military
regime. Between 2006 and December 2020,
250 rulings were handed down, bringing the
total number of convictions to 1,013 and
acquittals to 164.

In September, the Inter-American
Commission on Human Rights found the
state responsible for violating the rights to life
and physical integrity of the victims, as well
as for cover-up operations that resulted in
impunity, in relation to the bombing of the
Jewish mutual society AMIA in Buenos Aires
in July 1994.

At the end of the year, the investigation
into the disappearance and death of Santiago
Maldonado continued. His body had been
found in 2017 in a river on Mapuche territory
in Chubut province, 78 days after the security
forces had closed off the area.

EXCESSIVE USE OF FORCE AND
ENFORCED DISAPPEARANCES

There were numerous incidents of excessive
use of force in the context of the enforcement
of COVID-19 lockdowns. Police officers killed
Luis Espinoza in Tucuman province in May;
his body was not discovered until a week
after his death.

In May, security forces violently entered
the homes of members of the Qom
Indigenous People in Fontana, Chaco
province, and took three men and a 16-year-
old girl into custody. Those held reported that
they were tortured and otherwise ill-treated,
including the sexual abuse of the girl.

The body of Facundo Astudillo Castro was
found 107 days after he was reported
missing in late April. He was last seen at a
police checkpoint in Buenos Aires province.
The autopsy found he died of asphyxiation.
Contradictory police accounts and other
evidence suggested that the Buenos Aires
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police could be responsible for his
disappearance and death.

Concerns remained over the lack of
institutional public policies on effective
searches for missing persons and
investigations of enforced disappearances.

RIGHTS OF MIGRANTS, REFUGEES AND
ASYLUM-SEEKERS

Executive Order 70/2017, which modified the
Migration Act and introduced serious
regressive measures regarding migrants'
rights, remained in force even though several
human rights mechanisms had deemed it
unconstitutional.

Migrants, refugees and asylum-seekers
experienced obstacles to completing
regularization proceedings and accessing
social assistance programmes. With limited
access to the formal labour market and
adequate housing, these groups were among
the most affected by the COVID-19 crisis.
The closure of borders affected the
resettlement of refugees through Argentina’s
community sponsorship-based Syria
Programme. Nine Syrian refugee families
who had been approved to travel to Argentina
had their resettlement stalled and new
community sponsorship applications were
suspended.

FAILURE TO PREVENT CLIMATE CHANGE

Argentina ratified the Regional Agreement on
Access to Information, Public Participation
and Justice in Environmental Matters in Latin
America and the Caribbean (the Escazu
Agreement).

More than 120,000 hectares in 11
provinces were affected by forest fires, many
of them linked to deforestation.

ARMENIA

Republic of Armenia
Head of state: Armen Sarkissian
Head of government: Nikol Pashinyan

Military conflict with Azerbaijan, in which
both sides committed war crimes and
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carried out indiscriminate attacks in
populated areas, resulted in numerous
civilian deaths, injuries and displacement.
Freedoms of expression and peaceful
assembly were restricted by the state of
emergency introduced to deal with the
COVID-19 pandemic, and by martial law
declared because of the conflict.
Environmental concerns remained regarding
the Amulsar gold mine, amid
demonstrations which saw dozens of
peaceful protesters arrested and fined.

BACKGROUND

On 27 September, heavy fighting erupted
between Azerbaijan and Armenia and
Armenian-supported forces in Azerbaijan’s
break-away region of Nagorno-Karabakh. On
9 November, under a Russian-brokered
ceasefire agreement, Armenia conceded
most of the Azerbaijani territory it had
previously occupied. The regional capital of
Stepanakert/Khankendi and parts of the
disputed Nagorno-Karabakh region remained
under the control of the Armenia-backed de
facto authorities, dependent for protection on
Russian peacekeepers. The defeat caused
political unrest and calls for the Prime
Minister’s resignation, plunging the country
into a political crisis. Twelve opposition
figures were arrested on 12 November for
their role in violent unrest that saw the Prime
Minister’s residence raided and the
parliamentary speaker hospitalized after he
was severely beaten by an angry mob.

According to the UN High Commissioner
for Human Rights, at the height of the
conflict, some 90,000 ethnic Armenians fled
the fighting in Nagorno-Karabakh for
Armenia, a displacement which worsened the
already dire effects of the COVID-19
pandemic.

Promised judicial and anti-corruption
reforms stalled, in part due to their
fragmented nature and the inability to sustain
institutional change. Reforms were also
impacted by the conflict and the pandemic,
both of which ravaged the economy and the
health care system. Hospitals and the health
care sector remained overwhelmed. They
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struggled to provide care to a rising number
of patients during the pandemic and warfare.
The government provided limited financial
aid to those who lost jobs and to families with
young children.

INDISCRIMINATE ATTACKS

Both sides of the conflict over Nagorno-
Karabakh used heavy explosive weapons with
wide-area effects in densely populated
civilian areas, including ballistic missiles and
notoriously inaccurate rocket artillery salvos,
causing civilian deaths, injuries and
widespread damage to civilian areas. Verified
evidence indicated that both sides used
cluster munitions, which is banned under
international humanitarian law, including in
the attack on Stepanakert/Khankendi in
Nagorno-Karabakh region on 4 October, and
on the city of Barda in an area under
Azerbaijan government control, on 28
October (see Azerbaijan entry).!

WAR CRIMES

War crimes were committed by Armenian
forces in Nagorno-Karabakh. Several verified
videos depicted the mistreatment of prisoners
of war and other captives, and desecration of
the dead bodies of enemy soldiers by the
Armenian side. This included a video
showing the murder of an Azerbaijani border
guard who had his throat cut.?

FREEDOMS OF EXPRESSION AND
ASSEMBLY

The rights to freedom of expression and
peaceful assembly were restricted throughout
the year, firstly as a result of a state
emergency imposed from March to
September in response to COVID-19, and
then on account of martial law imposed from
September until the end of the year in
response to hostilities with Azerbaijan.

Under the state of emergency the
government, among other things, prohibited
public gatherings of more than 20 people
and the publishing of “unofficial information”
about pandemic-related issues. The
authorities forced 20 media outlets to amend
or delete information that officials deemed as
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“conducive to spreading panic”. The
restrictions on the media were lifted in April,
following harsh criticism by local and
international rights groups.

Martial law placed renewed restrictions on
the rights to freedom of expression and
assembly. On 9 October, Parliament
approved a bill banning dissemination of
“unofficial information” on the conflict and
national security matters, and any public
criticism of military actions and statements by
government officials. Martial law restrictions
on freedom of peaceful assembly were
invoked in November, after the ceasefire was
reached, to ban the anti-government
demonstrations demanding the resignation of
the Prime Minister.

ENVIRONMENTAL DEGRADATION

In April, the government proposed legislative
amendments which would allow it to withhold
information that could “negatively affect the
environment.” Environmental NGOs raised
concerns that the government was seeking to
reduce transparency over environmental
issues to benefit mining interests at the
expense of local communities. This was
against the backdrop of ongoing tensions
over the Amulsar gold mine in southern
Armenia.

Local residents had been blocking the
access to the Amulsar mine since 2018,
protesting that it posed a threat to the
environment and their livelihoods. On 4
August, hundreds of activists gathered at the
Amulsar mining site, after the company’s new
security personnel had forcibly removed the
local residents who were blocking the mine’s
access. On 5 August, police arrested 12
people following a violent confrontation with
security personnel. In the capital Yerevan,
police broke up simultaneous protests in
support of environmental activists, detaining
dozens of peaceful protesters. All those
detained in Amulsar and Yerevan were issued
with administrative fines for disobeying police
and released.
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1. Armenia/Azerbaijan: First confirmed use of cluster munitions by
Armenia ‘cruel and reckless’ (News story, 29 October)

2. Armenia/Azerbaijan: Decapitation and war crimes in gruesome videos
must be urgently investigated (News story, 10 December)

AUSTRALIA

Australia
Head of state: Elizabeth II, represented by David Hurley
Head of government: Scott Morrison

Violations of the rights of Indigenous
Peoples, refugees and asylum-seekers
continued to cause concern. The
enforcement of government COVID-19
measures lacked accountability and
transparency.

BACKGROUND

The year began with the worst bushfires in
Australia’s living memory. Thirty-four people
died and thousands remained displaced. A
state of emergency was introduced in March.
In response to the COVID-19 pandemic, the
government placed vast swathes of the
country into lockdown.

INDIGENOUS PEOPLES’ RIGHTS

As the #BlackLivesMatter movement protests
took place around the world, Australia
confronted the fact that since the Royal
Commission into Aboriginal Deaths in
Custody handed down its recommendations
in 1991, more than 400 Indigenous people
had died in police custody with no charges
ever having been brought against detaining
officers.

The over-representation of Indigenous
people in prisons received heightened
attention in both the media and in
government policy. A report from the
Australian Bureau of Statistics in September
showed Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
people made up 29% of the prison
population but only 5% of the total
population.

The movement to raise the age of criminal
responsibility from 10 to 14 gained
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substantial public support, despite national
lawmakers declining to bring Australia into
line with international standards. Almost
three in five children in detention were
Indigenous. In August, the Australian Capital
Territory (ACT) announced that it would be
the first jurisdiction in Australia to increase
the age to 14.

REFUGEES AND ASYLUM-SEEKERS

The harsh offshore detention regime for
refugees and asylum-seekers continued for a
seventh year. At least 241 people were held
offshore, despite repeated offers from the
New Zealand government to resettle up to
150 people per year.

Those who had been evacuated from
immigration detention in Papua New Guinea,
including Manus Island, for medical care in
Australia remained in so-called alternative
places of detention (APODs) with no
indication of when they would be released.

The re-opening of the Christmas Island
immigration detention centre in August raised
alarm among refugees and asylum-seekers
as they feared that they would still remain in
indefinite detention.

Australia suspended its humanitarian
resettlement programme due to the
pandemic in March, but the government
began a review of the Community
Sponsorship Program for refugees in July.

FREEDOM OF MOVEMENT

Overzealous policing of COVID-19
restrictions, a lack of transparency on police
enforcement guidelines, the disproportionate
application of new regulations on
marginalized communities and the extension
of the state of emergency caused significant
concern.

During the lockdown, police issued and
then retracted fines for activities such as
mountain biking, putting old holiday photos
on social media and for a teenager taking
driving lessons. People in Aboriginal
communities with overcrowded and
inadequate housing reported being harassed
by police for having too many people in one
dwelling.
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In July, in the city of Melbourne, state of
Victoria, 3,000 ethnically diverse people in
seven public housing buildings, many of
whom had experienced war or persecution,
were put into “hard lockdown” without
notice, unable to leave their homes for any
reason and without any indication of when
the lockdown would lift. The Victorian
Ombudsman found the lockdown breached
Victorian human rights law.

The COVID-19 restrictions coincided with
major Indigenous rights protests across the
country. During this time, some politicians
claimed that COVID-19 cases were linked to
the protests, which was strenuously refuted
by health authorities.

LESBIAN, GAY, BISEXUAL,
TRANSGENDER AND INTERSEX (LGBTI)
PEOPLE

Attacks on the rights of the LGBTI community
were made throughout the year through
various attempts to change anti-
discrimination laws at a federal and state
level, which would prioritize the right to
freedom of religion over other rights. Some
advances were made by the state of South
Australia and the ACT to end “conversion”
practices for LGBTI people.

AUSTRIA

Republic of Austria

Head of state: Alexander Van der Bellen

Head of government: Sebastian Kurz (replaced Brigitte
Bierlein in January)

There was an increase in calls to helplines
from victims of domestic violence during
the COVID-19 lockdown. Afghan nationals
continued to be deported to Afghanistan.
The Federal Government continued to
refuse child asylum-seekers. There was a
rise in online abuse against Black people,
Muslims and refugees.

FREEDOM OF MOVEMENT

In March, a nationwide lockdown due to
COVID-19 was imposed and being in public
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spaces was generally prohibited. After
restrictions were lifted at the end of April, the
Constitutional Court ruled in July that a
blanket ban regarding public spaces was not
provided by law and was therefore
unconstitutional.

FREEDOM OF ASSEMBLY

Under lockdown restrictions, all public
gatherings and protests were banned by the
relevant authorities. Public assemblies were
permitted again from May, provided the
necessary COVID-19 precautions were taken.
However, the authorities continued to impose
unnecessary and disproportionate restrictions
on some demonstrations for health reasons
despite precautions being put in place by
organizers. In September, a “Fridays for
Future” march to demand action against
climate change in Linz was restricted to a
rally with a maximum number of 1,000
participants. In October, a regional
administrative court ruled that these
restrictions were illegal.

ECONOMIC, SOCIAL AND CULTURAL
RIGHTS

In July, concerns were expressed at the
multiple bureaucratic hurdles that 24-hour
care workers from other EU countries had to
overcome in order to access benefits
provided by the COVID-19 hardship fund.!

RIGHTS OF WOMEN AND GIRLS

Following the March lockdown, domestic
violence helplines reported a 38% increase in
calls from women seeking support and safety.
According to media reports, there were 24
femicides in 2020.

In December, the Constitutional Court
overturned a law prohibiting primary school
children from wearing religious head
coverings, finding that it breached the rights
of Muslim girls who wear the headscarf,
including their right to freedom of religion
and non-discrimination, and could lead to
their marginalization.
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RIGHTS OF REFUGEES AND ASYLUM-
SEEKERS

In February it was announced that contracts
with civil society organizations providing legal
advice to asylum-seekers were to be
terminated at the end of the year and the
responsibility given to an agency embedded
in the Ministry of Interior. Concerns were
raised by several organizations about the
potential implications for the fairness of the
asylum procedure.?

Between January and March, 37 Afghan
nationals whose asylum claims had been
rejected were deported to Afghanistan, in
violation of the principle of non-refoulement
which prohibits states from returning
individuals to a country where they would be

at real risk of serious human rights violations.

There were no deportations to Afghanistan
from April to November due to the COVID-19
pandemic, but in December, Austria
resumed deportations to Afghanistan and 10
further Afghan nationals were deported.

The Federal Government continued to
refuse to accept asylum-seekers from the
Greek islands, despite a resolution by the
Vienna State Parliament committing to
receive 100 asylum-seeking children for
relocation.

FREEDOM OF EXPRESSION

According to civil society organizations, from
the beginning of the pandemic there was a
significant increase in abuse and attacks
online, especially against Muslims, Black
people and refugees. In December, a
controversial bill regulating hate speech
online was approved by Parliament. Several
organizations raised concerns that the bill
was overly broad.

EXCESSIVE USE OF FORCE

In January, the newly elected government
committed to establishing an independent
investigation and complaints mechanism for
allegations of ill-treatment and excessive use
of force by police. In August, over 40
individuals and civil society organizations, in
a joint letter to the responsible ministries,
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urged the creation of an independent and
effective mechanism. They also expressed
concern that the lack of identification badges
for law enforcement officials was hindering
access to justice.2

COUNTER-TERRORISM AND SECURITY

Following a terrorist attack in Vienna in
November, authorities dissolved a number of
Muslim associations on the basis of
problematic procedures. In December, the
government proposed several law reforms
related to terrorism which gave rise to
concerns about how some of the new
provisions may impact the human rights of
particular groups of people.

1. Kurzanalyse: Soziale Menschenrechte und COVID-19: Amnesty Fordert

Verfassungsanderung in Osterreich (Press release, 1 July, in German
only)

2. Austria: Human rights challenges persist - Amnesty International

submission for the UN Universal Periodic Review, 37th Periodic
Review (EUR 13/2855/2020)

AZERBAIJAN

Republic of Azerbaijan
Head of state: llham Aliyev
Head of government: Ali Asadov

The civilian population suffered widespread
human rights abuses as a result of heavy
fighting that erupted between Azerbaijan
and Armenian forces in Nagorno-Karabakh
in September. Conflict-related violence led
to deaths, injuries, destruction of
livelihoods and displacement. Authorities
intensified a clampdown on dissent using
the conflict with Armenia and the
COVID-19 pandemic as a pretext. Dozens of
opposition leaders and activists were
arbitrarily arrested and detained. Freedoms
of assembly and expression were further
restricted in response to growing public
discontent; freedom of association
remained curtailed. Lawyers were harassed
and reports of torture and other ill-
treatment of government critics in detention
remained widespread.
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INDISCRIMINATE ATTACKS

On 27 September, heavy fighting erupted
between Azerbaijan and Armenia and
Armenian-supported forces in Azerbaijan’s
break-away region of Nagorno-Karabakh. All
sides of the conflict used heavy explosive
weapons with wide-area effects in densely
populated civilian areas, including ballistic
missiles and notoriously inaccurate rocket
artillery salvos, causing civilian deaths,
injuries and widespread damage to civilian
areas. Verified evidence indicated that both
sides used cluster munitions, which is
banned under international humanitarian law,
including in the attack on Stepanakert/
Khankendi, capital of Nagorno-Karabakh
region, on 4 October, and on the city of
Barda in an area under Azerbaijan
government control, on 28 October (see
Armenia entry).

WAR CRIMES

War crimes were committed by Azerbaijani
forces in Nagorno-Karabakh. Several verified
videos depicted the mistreatment of prisoners
of war and other captives, decapitations, and
desecration of the dead bodies of enemy
soldiers.!

FREEDOM OF EXPRESSION

The authorities intensified their crackdown as
increasing numbers of people voiced their
discontent in the streets, through social
media and other means.

More than a dozen individuals, including
journalists and opposition activists who
criticized the authorities’ handling of the
pandemic, were sentenced to so-called
“administrative detention” of between 10 and
30 days on bogus charges, including
disobeying police orders or breaking the rules
of lockdown.

The authorities intensified arrests on
politically motivated criminal charges. A
string of arrests of government critics
followed the announcement by President
Ilham Aliyev on 19 March on “isolating” and
“clearing” his country’s opposition in the face
of pandemic. On 25 March, prominent
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opposition activist Tofig Yagublu was arrested
on trumped-up charges of hooliganism. On
18 September, the Court of Appeals in the
capital, Baku, replaced his prison sentence
of four years and three months with house
arrest with immediate effect. Human rights
defender Elchin Mammad was arrested on
30 March on charges of theft, and sentenced
to four years” imprisonment on 18 October by
a court in Sumgait. Both men had publicly
criticized the authorities. Farkhaddin
Abbasov, an ethnic Talysh activist
incarcerated for criticizing the authorities,
died in prison on 9 November, allegedly as a
result of suicide. By the year’s end there had
been no effective investigation into his death.

Harassment of the political opposition
climaxed when President llham Aliyev
blamed mass protests held on 15 July in
Baku on the opposition Popular Front Party
of Azerbaijan (PFPA), accusing it of staging
an insurgency. Forty PFPA party activists,
including four senior leaders, were detained
on politically motivated charges ranging from
violating public order to resisting police.

International concern over the repression
of dissent continued. In January, the Council
of Europe’s Parliamentary Assembly
condemned “retaliatory prosecutions” and a
“troubling pattern of arbitrary arrest and
detention of government critics”. In at least
three separate cases during the year, the
European Court of Human Rights (ECtHR)
found political motives were behind the
arbitrary detention of government critics; the
cases concerned activists Bayram
Mammadov and Giyas |brahimov, prominent
human rights defenders Leyla and Arif
Yunus, and investigative journalist Khadija
Ismayilova.

On 4 September, the Committee of
Ministers of the Council of Europe ended
infringement proceedings against Azerbaijan,
after the Supreme Court of Azerbaijan
acquitted llgar Mammadov and Rasul
Jafarov, two of the applicants the ECtHR had
ruled were wrongfully imprisoned for their
criticism of the government. Six other
applicants, including prominent human rights
defenders who were in the ligar Mammadov
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group of cases, were not acquitted despite
the call by the Committee to quash their
convictions. They continued to endure the
consequences of arbitrary criminal
convictions, such as travel bans and the
inability to access bank accounts.

FREEDOM OF ASSOCIATION

Despite the commitment to simplify NGO
registration requirements and streamline the
receipt of foreign funding, as per an Action
Plan for Open Government adopted by the
Azerbaijani government in February,
obstacles to officially registering independent
NGOs remained in place and the arbitrary
denial of registrations and grant applications
continued. Independent NGOs were unable
to resume their activities, while their leaders
continued to face penalties arising from
unfounded criminal convictions, which also
prevented them from standing in elections.

Human rights lawyers continued to face
harassment for performing their professional
duties, affecting their independence and
willingness to take on human rights cases. In
June, lawyer Javad Javadov was arbitrarily
reprimanded by the Bar Association in
retaliation for publicizing information on
social media about the alleged ill-treatment of
his client Kerim Suleymanli in police custody.
Also in June, the ECtHR ruled that the
suspension and disbarment of prominent
lawyer Khalid Bagirov for questioning the
fairness of the court decision in the case of
his client, had violated his right to private life
and freedom of expression.

FREEDOM OF ASSEMBLY

The right to freedom of assembly remained
severely restricted while protesters continued
to be penalized simply for participating
peacefully in public gatherings.

On 11 and 16 February, police violently
broke up and dispersed protests against
electoral fraud in parliamentary elections in
front of the Central Election Commission in
Baku, beating and arresting protesters.

On 15 July, police used excessive force to
break up a demonstration begun the previous
day, when thousands had gathered
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peacefully in front of the Parliament building
in Baku to demand a stronger military
response against Armenian forces following
clashes at the border. The protests turned
violent when a small group of protesters
entered the building without permission.
Police and security forces used excessive
force, including water cannons, to remove
the intruders and disperse the crowd outside.
The clashes that ensued left several
protesters and journalists injured, and police
officers confiscated the equipment of some
journalists covering the rally. Seventy people
were detained immediately after the
demonstration.

TORTURE AND OTHER ILL-TREATMENT

Reports of torture and other forms of ill-
treatment remained widespread.

In February, ruling in the case of
Ibrahimov and Mammadov v. Azerbaijan, the
ECtHR found that the two activists “had been
subjected to ill-treatment by police officers
which had been aimed at forcing them to
confess to serious charges”, and that the
authorities had failed to effectively investigate
the torture allegations.

People detained following the 15 July
protests were held in crowded, hot,
unventilated police detention rooms with
limited food and water. They were reportedly
beaten and abused while being denied
access to lawyers and their families.

1. Armenia/Azerbaijan: Decapitation and war crimes in gruesome videos
must be urgently investigated (News story, 10 December)

BAHRAIN

Kingdom of Bahrain

Head of state: Hamad bin Isa Al Khalifa

Head of government: Salman bin Hamad Al Khalifa
(replaced Khalifa bin Salman Al Khalifa in November)

Unfair trials of protesters, online critics of
the government and relatives of these
individuals continued, as did other
suppression of freedom of expression.
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Group trials of excessive numbers of
defendants, in some cases amounting to
mass trials, as well as other unfair trials,
also continued. Detainees were ill-treated
and, in some cases, tortured. The Ministry
of Interior’'s Ombudsman, the government’s
National Institution for Human Rights
(NIHR) and the Office of Public
Prosecution’s Special Investigation Unit
(SIU) remained ineffective in safeguarding
human rights and punishing violations.
Women faced discrimination under Bahraini
law. Prison conditions were poor. Dire living
conditions for migrant workers left them
particularly vulnerable to infection during
the COVID-19 pandemic.

BACKGROUND

The Bahraini authorities’ response to the
COVID-19 pandemic included significant
restrictions on movement and social life.
There were reportedly very high levels of
testing, but this lacked basic transparency
and did not include adequate protections for
migrant workers. The authorities rolled out an
invasive contact tracing app, putting the
privacy of millions at risk by tracking users’
locations in real time.!

Bahrain continued to deny access to
independent human rights monitors,
including Amnesty International, Human
Rights Watch and UN human rights bodies.
Bahrain remained a member of the coalition
led by Saudi Arabia in the armed conflict in
Yemen.

FREEDOM OF EXPRESSION

Bahrain has no independent media. All
locally based newspapers and broadcasters
support the government and are owned and/
or managed by people close to the
government.

Bahrain used the pretext of COVID-19 to
further repress freedom of expression. In
March, the Office of Public Prosecution
threatened to act against anyone publishing
or circulating “false news” or “biased
rumours” on the grounds that “the current
circumstances” called for “support for the
agencies and institutions of the state”. A few
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days later, the Ministry of Interior announced
that its Cyber Crime Directorate had assigned
employees to “monitor and track offending
[social medial accounts”. This led to scores
of new investigations and prosecutions under
Article 168 of the Penal Code, which
criminalizes publication of “false news”.

Individuals who spoke out about human
rights violations, and their relatives, faced
reprisals. The authorities brought more than
20 cases against Kameel Juma Hasan, the
17-year-old son of former prisoner Najah
Ahmed Yusuf, after they both refused to be
informants for state security, and after Najah
Ahmed Yusuf had told international human
rights groups and media that she had been
sexually assaulted during interrogation in
2017.2

In June, Nabeel Rajab, head of the
outlawed Bahrain Centre for Human Rights,
was released from prison on probation, after
serving four years for posting on Twitter
criticizing the government’s human rights
record.

Twelve of the country’s most prominent
Shi'a civic, religious and political leaders
remained in prison. Eleven had been in
prison since 2011 for their participation in
mass opposition demonstrations that year.
Sheikh Ali Salman, leader of the largest legal
political bloc in Bahrain between 2006 and
2011, continued serving a life sentence
imposed in 2018 based on falsified charges
of “spying” for Qatar.

The prominent Shi'a cleric Sheikh Isa
Qasim remained in forced exile in Iran, where
he went in 2018 after the Bahraini authorities
had revoked his citizenship.

TORTURE AND OTHER ILL-TREATMENT

Prosecutors failed to effectively address
complaints of torture brought before them,
despite widespread reports of it at specific
sites, with detainees often identifying the
agency and sometimes the name and rank of
the alleged torturers. In Bahrain there is no
known record of a successful prosecution for
torture to force a confession in the past four
years.
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On 13 July, the Court of Cassation,
Bahrain’s highest judicial authority, upheld
for the second time the death sentences
handed down in 2014 on Mohamed
Ramadhan Isa and Husain Ali Moosa. In a
rare investigation into a torture complaint, the
prosecution’s Special Investigation Unit had
found “suspicion of the crime of torture”
behind Husain Ali Moosa’s “confessions.”
However, the appellate court’s verdict once
again relied on Husain Ali Moosa’s
“confession” as evidence, and stated
incorrectly that Mohamed Ramadhan Isa had
also signed a confession.

Also in July, the Ministry of Interior’s
Ombudsman asserted that multiple cases
referred to it relating to detainees who had
been held incommunicado were beyond its
remit. This was despite its clear statutory
mandate to investigate all violations of law by
Ministry of Interior personnel.3

In September, credible reports emerged
that guards in Jaw prison had beaten Al
AbdulHusain al-Wazeer, breaking many of his
bones. However the Ombudsman, the SIU
and the NIHR all failed to effectively address
the case despite being informed of it.

Prison conditions

Prison conditions, especially in the central
prison at Jaw in south-eastern Bahrain, were
poor, with lack of sanitation and frequent ill-
treatment, including arbitrary confiscation of
personal items, reprisals for speaking out,
and denial of adequate medical care.

In April, the administration of Jaw prison
put the jailed journalist Mahmood
AbdulRedha al-Jazeeri in several days of
solitary confinement after he had sent out a
recorded message criticizing as a whitewash
a televised COVID-19 safety inspection of the
prison by the NIHR. The NIHR failed to
investigate or condemn this punishment.

In January, following an outbreak of
scabies lasting for several months at Jaw
prison, the NIHR — instead of urging better
conditions for prisoners — reiterated the call
by prison authorities for prisoners with
“allergies” to comply with official “health
instructions”. Despite the COVID-19
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pandemic and infections among prison staff,
prisoners at Jaw were not given masks,
gloves, hand sanitizer, or regular testing for
the virus.

Ahmed Merza Ismaeel, a prisoner with
sickle cell anaemia — which can cause
extreme pain when left untreated — continued
to receive only sporadic medication from the
prison administration.

In August, just after the Shi'a holy day of
Ashura, guards at Dry Dock Juvenile Reform
and Rehabilitation Centre near al-Hidd
confiscated personal religious items from the
cells of some of the children, including from
17-year-old Kameel Juma Hasan. In
September, his family complained to the
NIHR that he was suffering from dental pain,
but no treatment was given. Another child
held in the same wing reported that he
received no treatment for pain and bleeding
in his ear canal.

There were no statements or reported
prison visits by the Prisoners and Detainees
Rights Commission, a monitoring body
established following the 2011 political
unrest.

WOMEN’S RIGHTS

Women continued to face discrimination
under Bahraini law. Article 4 of the
Nationality Law prevents Bahraini women
from passing on their nationality to their
children, and Article 353 of the Penal Code
provides impunity for rape if the rapist
marries his victim.

In a positive step, in August the Ministry of
Labour and Social Development’s Decision
No. 51 annulled the regulation that had
limited professions available to women.
However, the Minister retained the authority
to impose such restrictions under Article 31
of the Domestic Privsate Sector Labour Law
of 2012.

Bahrain maintained its reservation to the
core principle of Article 2 of CEDAW,
maintaining that it would not be bound by
any provisions of the treaty that do not
comply with “Islamic Shari'a”.
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MIGRANTS’ RIGHTS

The sponsorship (kafala) system for
employing migrant workers in Bahrain put
migrant workers in an even more vulnerable
position and at risk of contracting COVID-19
during the pandemic.* This was in addition to
unsanitary living conditions in overcrowded
accommodation, scarce legal protection and
limited access to preventive health care and
treatment.

UNFAIR TRIALS

The Court of Cassation continued to uphold
the outcomes of flawed mass trials. In June,
it rejected 48 of 49 appeals from a mass trial
of 169 individuals charged with joining a
terrorist organization. A group trial of 39 Shi'a
defendants, including 14 children, concluded
on 13 September with prison sentences for
all defendants, some of whom were
prevented from attending court for the
verdict. On 3 November another mass trial of
52 alleged members of a “terrorist cell”
concluded with 51 convictions.

DEATH PENALTY

Courts continued to hand down death
sentences, in some cases following grossly
unfair trials.

The Court of Cassation confirmed the
death sentences against Zuhair Ebrahim
Abdulla and Husain Abdulla Khalil on 15
June, and against Mohamed Ramadhan Isa
and Husain Ali Moosa on 13 July. No
executions were reported.

1. Bahrain, Kuwait and Norway contact tracing apps among most
dangerous for privacy (Press release, 16 June)

2. Bahraini youth targeted in family reprisal (MDE 11/3011/2020))

3. Bahrain: Joint public letter to King calling for commutation of death
sentences ((MDE 11/2861/2020))

4. Bahrain: Ensure protection of migrant workers in COVID-19 response
((MDE 11/2168/2020))
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BANGLADESH

People’s Republic of Bangladesh
Head of state: Abdul Hamid
Head of government: Sheikh Hasina

Journalists were increasingly persecuted for
reporting corruption and criticizing the
government’s COVID-19 policies. The
draconian Digital Security Act (DSA) 2018
was widely enforced to curtail freedom of
expression. Police and other law
enforcement agencies continued to carry
out extrajudicial executions. Violence
against women increased during the
COVID-19 pandemic. Implementation of the
Chittagong Hill Tracts Agreement remained
stalled and a crackdown on Indigenous
activists intensified. People’s right to health
care was not adequately protected or
fulfilled during the pandemic. Bangladesh
continued to shelter nearly 1 million
Rohingya refugees from Myanmar as little
progress was achieved towards their safe,
dignified return.

BACKGROUND

Bangladesh’s health care system and
economy suffered heavily because of the
COVID-19 pandemic. Since the first
confirmed COVID-19 case on 8 March,
infections spread quickly throughout the
country and the health care system was
overwhelmed. The economy took a double hit
due to the slump in domestic demand and a
sharp decline in exports. Millions of workers,
especially those working on low wages, for
example in the garment industries and in the
informal sector, were badly affected by the
economic shock. There was also rampant
mismanagement and corruption in relief
distribution, and the authorities increased
their repression of journalists and media
outlets that reported these scandals. Rallies
and marches could not take place because of
physical distancing rules.
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FREEDOM OF EXPRESSION

The government continued to use the
draconian Digital Security Act (DSA) 2018 to
suppress the right to freedom of expression
and to target and harass journalists and
human rights defenders. Despite repeated
calls from civil society and human rights
organizations to repeal controversial and
punitive provisions of the DSA, the law was
not amended.

According to official statistics, more than
900 cases were filed under the DSA between
January and December; nearly 1,000 people
were charged and 353 detained.! At least
247 journalists were reportedly subjected to
attacks, harassment and intimidation, by
both state agencies and individuals affiliated
with the government.

In April, Mohiuddin Sarker, the acting
editor of Jagonews24.com, and Toufig Imroz
Khalidi, editor-in-chief of bdnews24.com,
were charged under the DSA for publishing
reports on embezzlement of relief materials
intended for people economically affected by
the COVID-19 lockdown. Both men were
granted bail from the High Court and were
awaiting trial at the end of the year.

In May,Ramzan Ali Pramanik and Shanta
Banik, news editor and staff reporter
respectively of Dainik Grameen Darpan
newspaper, and Khandaker Shahin,
publisher and editor of the online news portal
Narsingdi Pratidin, were arrested for
reporting on a death in custody at Ghorashal
police station. In June, AMM Bahauddin, the
editor of Bangla national newspaper /Inqilab,
was charged for publishing a story about an
adviser to the Prime Minister. The trial was
pending with the court at end of year.

Academics were also persecuted for
peacefully exercising their right to freedom of
expression. In September, the Dhaka
University authorities dismissed Professor
Morshed Hasan Khan for publishing an
opinion piece in a national newspaper, and
the National University authorities dismissed
Professor AKM Wahiduzzaman for posting a
comment on Facebook about the Prime
Minister. In June, two professors at Rajshahi
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University and Begum Rokeya University
were sacked for Facebook comments they
made about a deceased ruling party Member
of Parliament.

FREEDOM OF ASSEMBLY

The right to freedom of peaceful assembly
continued to be severely restricted. The
COVID-19 pandemic limited outdoor political
activities after March, and indoor meetings of
opposition parties were targeted by the
authorities. Between January and December,
the government officially blocked 17 public
gatherings using Section 144 — a legal
provision under the Penal Code 1860 that
permits the authorities to prohibit gatherings
of five or more people and the holding of
public meetings on grounds of public safety.
The government also blocked or dispersed a
number of other political gatherings.

In January, members of the ruling party,
Awami League, physically attacked the
opposition Bangladesh Nationalist Party’s
(BNP) mayoral candidate in Dhaka City North
during his campaign, injuring him and
several of his followers.

In February, police baton-charged and
violently dispersed a series of meetings
organized by the BNP and its affiliated
organizations across the country. In July,
police stopped an indoor discussion meeting
of the newly formed Amar Bangladesh Party
in Brahmanbaria district without any
provocation.

In August, police in the southern district of
Barguna violently dispersed a peaceful rally
and human chain organized to demand the
release of a graduate student of Stamford
University in Dhaka. Videos suggest that the
police broke up the human chain violently
without any provocation from the protesters.?

EXTRAJUDICIAL EXECUTIONS AND
ENFORCED DISAPPEARANCES

At least 222 people were killed by the
security forces in alleged extrajudicial
executions — 149 people were killed without
being arrested, 39 were killed after arrest,
and others died during torture or in other
circumstances. At least 45 Rohingya
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refugees were allegedly extrajudicially
executed by members of different law
enforcement agencies during the year, mostly
during operations as part of the “war on
drugs”, a government campaign launched in
2018 which has resulted in thousands of
extrajudicial executions.

Nine incidents of enforced disappearance
were reported during the year: a college
teacher, an editor, a businessperson, two
students, and four opposition activists. Three
were later “found” by the police and then
detained, and a student leader was released
by undisclosed captors after 48 hours amid
intensified protests from civil society and
human rights organizations. One political
activist was found dead, and four others
remained missing at the end of the year.

VIOLENCE AGAINST WOMEN AND GIRLS

According to the human rights organization
ASK, at least 2,392 cases of violence against
women were reported during the year. These
included 1,623 reported rapes (331 against
girls under 12 years old), 326 attempted
rapes, and 443 cases of physical assault. The
victims included Indigenous women and
girls. At least 440 women and girls were
murdered after physical assault, rape, or
attempted rape.

In October, a video was shared widely on
social media showing a woman being
stripped of her clothes, kicked, punched and
sexually assaulted by a group of five men.
The attack, which is believed to have taken
place on 2 September, triggered a mass
public outcry and nationwide protests.

INDIGENOUS PEOPLES’ RIGHTS —
CHITTAGONG HILL TRACTS

At least 285 human rights violations were
recorded in the Chittagong Hill Tracts (CHT)
during the year, including three extrajudicial
executions, 99 arbitrary detentions, 54 cases
of physical abuse, 104 house raids and 25
incidents of property damage by state
security agencies. Of those arbitrarily
detained, 50 were sent to prison and the rest
were released.
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Indigenous activists accused military and
intelligence agencies of sowing divisions
between Indigenous political groups. These
divisions continued to contribute to
communal violence in the CHT region. At
least 69 Indigenous political activists were
killed in local clashes during the year. At least
50 Indigenous activists were abducted, and
approximately 82 houses belonging to
Indigenous people were set on fire in clashes
between local political groups.

In June, three Indigenous activists were
abducted in Sadar Upazila in Rangamati
district. Their families accused the United
People’s Democratic Front — a breakaway
faction of the main Indigenous political party,
which is allegedly backed by the state
security agencies — of the abduction.

In August, an Indigenous woman and girl
were gang-raped by settler Bengali men in
Lama, Bandarban district. In September,
Indigenous political activist U Thowai Aoi
Marma was subjected to enforced
disappearance in Rowangchhari in
Bandarban district. His family and local
people accused members of the Bangladeshi
military of the abduction. His whereabouts
remained unknown at the end of the year.

REFUGEES AND ASYLUM-SEEKERS

Bangladesh continued to host nearly 1
million Rohingya refugees, a persecuted
ethnic minority group whose members fled
Myanmar in August 2017. Despite little
progress in repatriation discussions with
Myanmar, Bangladesh maintained its official
position that only safe, dignified and
voluntary returns of the Rohingya refugees
could put an end to their current situation.
The refugees faced restrictions of their
rights in Bangladesh. The authorities’
construction of barbed wire fences around
the refugee camps curtailed their right to
freedom of movement. Restrictions on the
refugees’ access to high-speed mobile
internet services, in place since September
2019, were partially lifted on 24 August.’
The outbreak of COVID-19 affected an
already overburdened health care system in
the camps, and refugees lacked access to
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health care. In May, the Bangladeshi
authorities took more than 300 Rohingya
refugees to Bhashan Char, a remote silt
island in the Bay of Bengal. By December the
authorities had relocated a further 1,642
Rohingya refugees to the island. The
authorities planned to relocate about
100,000 refugees to Bhashan Char, a move
which was largely opposed, principally by
human rights organizations, as the island is
prone to regular floods, especially during the
rainy season, and is vulnerable to frequent
cyclones. In interviews with Amnesty
International, at least five Rohingya family
members representing 23 refugees alleged
that the authorities had coerced them to
relocate to the island.

RIGHT TO HEALTH

The COVID-19 pandemic put an enormous
strain on the country’s health care system.
Given the history of low public health care
spending in the country, facilities were found
to be inadequate, ill-prepared and ill-
equipped to tackle the crisis.® According to
the Bangladesh Medical Association, more
than 8,000 health workers, including 2,887
physicians, 1,979 nurses and 3,245 other
medical staff tested positive for COVID-19.
Among them, at least 123 physicians died,
and the Doctors’ Association stated that the
infections among medical staff could have
been reduced if immediate measures had
been taken.

The lack of available and accessible
critical health care services related to
COVID-19 created a major public health
crisis across the country, as many public and
private hospitals turned away patients with
COVID-19 symptoms due to fear of infection,
even though they had capacity. This practice
led to the deaths of hundreds of people.

WORKERS’ RIGHTS

When the COVID-19 pandemic broke out in
early March, the Bangladeshi authorities
introduced nationwide lockdown measures
termed “public holidays”, from late March to
May. During the lockdown, major business
activities were disrupted, and freedom of
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movement was restricted. The disruption to
economic activity and the closure of
businesses led many workers to either lose
their jobs or experience a significant drop in
income. The workers affected by the crisis
had little or no social protection, so their right
to work and to an adequate standard of living
were significantly undermined. More than five
million workers in the informal sector, and
approximately four million garment workers
(80% of whom were women), were most
affected.

1. Bangladesh: Escalating attacks on the media must stop (Press
release, 8 October)

2. Bangladesh: Rising attacks on freedom of expression and peaceful
assembly must be urgently stopped (Press release, 11 August)

3. Let us speak for our rights: Human rights situation of Rohingya
refugees in Bangladesh (ASA 13/2884/2020)

4. Bangladesh: Plan to relocate hundreds of Rohingya to remote island
must be dropped (Press release, 20 November)

5. Bangladesh must put human rights at the centre of its COVID-19
response strategies (ASA 13/2268/2020)

BELARUS

Republic of Belarus

Head of state: Alyaksandr Lukashenka

Head of government: Raman Halouchanka (replaced
Sergei Rumas in June)

The year was characterized by recurrent
peaceful protests, with the presidential
election in August serving as a catalyst for
the most egregious crackdown on freedoms
of expression, peaceful assembly and
association in Belarus’ post-independence
history. Opposition candidates, their
campaign teams and associates were
arrested on false charges or forcibly exiled.
Police used excessive and indiscriminate
force to disperse demonstrations. Tens of
thousands of peaceful protesters and
bystanders were detained, and many of
them tortured or otherwise ill-treated.
Journalists, medics, students, union leaders
and others were also targeted with arrest,
beatings and prosecution. The government’s
initial response to the COVID-19 pandemic
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was inadequate. Death sentences continued
to be imposed.

BACKGROUND

A worsening economic outlook, poor handling
of the COVID-19 pandemic and numerous
incendiary comments by President
Alyaksandr Lukashenka, amongst other
issues, saw his popularity drop dramatically.
In the run-up to the presidential election on 9
August, he made misogynistic
pronouncements in statements broadcast on
prime time television while arbitrary arrests,
politically motivated prosecutions and other
reprisals escalated against opposition
candidates and their supporters, political and
civil society activists, and independent
media. An opposition coalition around
presidential candidate Svyatlana
Tsikhanouskaya led women to the forefront of
a burgeoning protest movement which
spread across the country and society.
President Alyaksandr Lukashenka claimed a
landslide victory, although the result was
strongly disputed by Svyatlana
Tsikhanouskaya and regarded as fraudulent
by numerous independent election monitors.
The OSCE, which was prevented from
observing the elections, noted credible
reports of widespread irregularities and
serious administrative misconduct. Protests
against the conduct of the election and the
results quickly engulfed Belarus and were
overwhelmingly peaceful despite a brutal
crackdown by the authorities. Individuals
regarded as protest opinion leaders were
swiftly arrested or forcibly exiled. Relations
with much of the international community
deteriorated drastically and targeted
sanctions were introduced against scores of
Belarusian officials implicated in electoral
and human rights violations. Russia
expressed its support for the Belarusian
authorities, providing financial assistance.

FREEDOM OF EXPRESSION

The right to freedom of expression was
severely curtailed in an attempt to curb all
opposition and dissent, including through the
targeting of individuals and media outlets,
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legislative changes, administrative pressure
and the use of technical means such as
internet blackouts.

The media remained under tight
government control. Independent journalists
and media organizations were harassed and
prevented from carrying out their legitimate
work. Local monitors documented over 400
such instances, including arrests, torture and
other ill-treatment of media workers, between
May and October alone. International media
outlets had their accreditation denied or
revoked to prevent uncensored reporting.
Domestic newspapers, such as
Komsomolskaya Pravda in Belarus, faced
refusals from state-controlled printing houses
to print issues criticizing authorities. Major
online news outlet TUT.by had its licence
suspended by the authorities. Natallia
Lyubneuskaya, a journalist working for the
independent newspaper Nasha Niva, was
one of at least three journalists shot at by
police with rubber bullets, on 10 August. She
required surgery and was hospitalized for 38
days. Several bloggers and journalists were
targeted with politically motivated criminal
prosecutions, including the co-author of a
popular Telegram channel, Ihar Losik,
arrested on 25 June on trumped-up charges
pending trial.

The authorities co-opted internet providers
and imposed a near-total shutdown of mobile
internet during the first three days of post-
election protests — and subsequently during
weekly protests — to prevent the co-ordination
of demonstrations and undermine the
exchange of information. Access restrictions
were routinely imposed on independent
media websites.

Dissenting views that spread across all
sectors of society were brutally and directly
suppressed. Students, academics, athletes,
religious and cultural figures and employees
of state enterprises were expelled or sacked
from their posts and many faced
administrative and even criminal sanctions
for speaking against the authorities,
supporting peaceful protest, or taking part in
strikes.
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Women

Women with dissenting views faced gendered
reprisals and were targeted via their
perceived vulnerabilities, including through
threats of sexual violence or of their young
children being placed in state care.!

FREEDOM OF ASSEMBLY

The right to freedom of assembly remained
severely and unduly restricted. Penalties
issued to peaceful protesters under
administrative law were often heavier than
sanctions applied for certain criminal
offences.

At the start of the year, dozens of activists
were heavily fined or sentenced to
“administrative arrest”, including lengthy
consecutive multiple terms of 15 days (the
legal maximum) for “administrative
offences”, purportedly committed during
peaceful protests at the end of 2019.

Overall, between the start of the
presidential campaign in May and the
election, hundreds of peaceful protesters,
online activists, independent journalists and
others were arbitrarily detained, including by
men in plain clothes using unlawful force and
unmarked vehicles, and dozens received
fines or “administrative arrest”. Following the
election, hundreds of thousands of
Belarusians regularly and peacefully took to
the streets across Belarus to protest, tens of
thousands were arrested, and hundreds were
subjected to torture and other ill-treatment
and heavily penalized. Amnesty International
directly witnessed the unfounded, arbitrary,
and brutal nature of a number of these
arrests.?

Between 9 and 12 August alone, the
government confirmed the detention of 6,700
protesters. Weekly peaceful protests
continued across the country, both on the
streets and within government-owned
enterprises, theatres, universities and
elsewhere. By mid-November, official and
independent figures estimated that over
25,000 people had been detained including
numerous bystanders and journalists.
Repeatedly, over 1,000 people were detained
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in a single day.3 Local human rights
organizations documented over 900 criminal
cases with at least 700 individuals facing
charges.

Police (often plain-clothed) used excessive
and indiscriminate force, including rubber
bullets fired at short-range into crowds, stun
grenades, chemical irritants, water cannons,
automatic firearms with blank cartridges,
truncheons and other means to disperse
peaceful crowds and apprehend individuals.
At least four people were killed by
government forces* and several others died
under suspicious circumstances.

While many protesters and bystanders
were attacked randomly and arbitrarily,
others were targeted for their professional
activity, including media workers
documenting events or medics who
voluntarily attended to the wounded. Others
were singled out because of their sexual
identity. On 26 September, human rights
defender Victoria Biran was detained on her
way to a rally after being identified by police
officers as an LGBTI activist and sentenced

1w

to 15 days’ “administrative detention”.

FREEDOM OF ASSOCIATION

The authorities waged a campaign of brutal
persecution against all forms of independent
association intended to protect human rights
and peaceful opposition to the regime,
including monitoring initiatives, opposition
campaigning teams and independent trade
unions. Scores of people were subjected to
arrest, unfounded criminal prosecution or
“administrative detention”, threats of
imprisonment and forcible exile.

On 6 May popular blogger and presidential
hopeful Syarhei Tsikhanouski was subjected
to 15 days’ unfounded administrative
detention to prevent his candidacy,
prompting his wife, Svyatlana
Tsikhanouskaya, to stand herself. On 29 May,
while he was gathering signatures for her in
Hrodna, an attempt was made to provoke
him and he was immediately arrested
alongside at least seven of his associates.®
They and several other prominent opposition
bloggers were later prosecuted as part of the
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same criminal investigation under Article 342
of the Criminal Code (“organization or active
participation in group actions that grossly
violate public order”).

Another presidential hopeful, Viktar
Babaryka, his son Eduard Babaryka,
members of his team and former colleagues
were also detained on trumped-up economic
charges, to exclude him from the election
and warn other presidential hopefuls.

The opposition Coordination Council,
formed by Svyatlana Tskhanouskaya and led
by a Presidium of seven people, was
condemned as “an attempted seizure of
power” by President Lukashenka, and on 20
August a criminal investigation was opened
under Article 361 of the Criminal Code (“calls
to actions seeking to undermine national
security”). By the end of the year, all
Presidium members were under arrest or
forced into exile, as were many of their
associates.

On 7 September, the authorities abducted
opposition leader Maryia Kalesnikava and
drove her and two colleagues to the border of
Ukraine, demanding that they leave the
country under threat of imprisonment. The
colleagues crossed into Ukraine but Maryia
Kalesnikava tore up her passport to prevent
expulsion. She remained in unacknowledged,
incommunicado detention for two days, after
which she was remanded as a criminal
suspect on trumped-up charges, as was
another Presidium member, Maksim Znak.

Marfa Rabkova from the NGO Human
Rights Centre “Viasna”, was arrested on 17
September and remanded as a criminal
suspect, charged with “preparation of mass
riots” in connection with her human rights
work.

The leader of the Belarusian Independent
Trade Union, Anatoli Bakun, was repeatedly
arbitrarily detained in connection with
political strikes at the Belaruskali potash
mine in Salihorsk, and consecutively
sentenced to a total of 55 days of
“administrative arrest” for violating the law on
mass gatherings. Three other trade union
activists, Yury Karzun, Syarhei Charkasau
and Pavel Puchenya, served 45 days each
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for the same “offence”, between September
and November.

TORTURE AND OTHER ILL-TREATMENT

The authorities systematically used torture
and other ill-treatment against people
detained during protests, including
participants, journalists and bystanders.
Local and international groups documented
hundreds of cases across the country.

UN human rights experts received 450
testimonies of ill-treatment of detainees
supported by photo, video and medical
evidence, documenting a horrific litany of
abuses. They describe how protesters were
tortured and ill-treated during arrest,
transportation and detention in severely
overcrowded facilities. Protesters were
humiliated, brutally beaten, subjected to
sexual violence, including against women
and minors, and deprived of access to food,
clean water and medical care during lengthy
periods of detention. Detainees were also
denied the right to inform their relatives of
their whereabouts, in some instances for the
entire period of “administrative arrest”, and
denied access to their lawyers. Parcels and
letters were withheld, and warm clothes and
hygiene products were confiscated including
for menstruating women.

The Belarusian authorities admitted
receiving some 900 complaints of abuse by
police in connection with the protests but by
the end of the year not a single criminal
investigation had been opened, nor had any
law enforcement officer been charged with
respective violations.

RIGHT TO HEALTH

The government’s initial response to the
pandemic was inadequate. President
Alyaksandr Lukashenka dismissed COVID-19
as a “psychosis”, blamed the first confirmed
casualties on their own lifestyle,
recommended tractor driving, vodka and
visits to the sauna as remedies and refused
to impose major restrictions.
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DEATH PENALTY

Belarus remained the sole country in Europe
and the former Soviet Union to impose death
sentences. At least four men were on death
row at the end of the year, and at least three
death sentences were handed down; two of
which were to brothers aged 19 and 21. No
executions were reported.

1. Crackdown from the top: Gender-based reprisals against women
activists in Belarus (Public statement, 17 July)

2. Belarus: Police unleash appalling violence on peaceful protesters
(News story, 10 August)

3. Belarus: More than 1,000 people arrested in a single day of peaceful
protests amid escalating repression of rights (News story, 9
November)

4. Belarus: Peaceful protester held by police after beating dies in
hospital (News story, 13 November)

5. Belarus: A criminal case involves a growing number of the regime’s
critics (Public statement, 30 July)

6. Belarus: “They are stealing the best of us”. Arbitrary arrests and
forced expulsion of leading opposition activists (Public statement, 10
September)

BELGIUM

Kingdom of Belgium

Head of state: Philippe

Head of government: Alexander De Croo (replaced
Sophie Wilmés in October)

The government response to COVID-19
raised human rights concerns, including in
relation to health, asylum-seekers, policing
and privacy. The government established
extra care centres for survivors of rape and
sexual violence. The Wallonia region
authorized arms transfers to the Yemen
conflict.

BACKGROUND

A coalition government was formed in
October, following elections in May 2019.
Almost 20,000 people were estimated to
have died from COVID-19. Lockdown
measures restricted freedom of movement
and other human rights.
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RIGHT TO HEALTH

Older people in care homes

Over half of the deaths from COVID-19 were
older people living in care homes. Violations
of the residents’ right to health, life and non-
discrimination resulted from government
failures, including: structural shortcomings;
lack of priority attention at the onset of the
pandemic; failure to ensure access to
hospitals; insufficient provision of personal
protective equipment for staff and lack of
access to testing.!

Prison conditions

Overcrowding in dilapidated prisons
continued, with insufficient access for
inmates to basic services, including health
care and sanitary facilities. COVID-19
measures — including temporary, early and
conditional release — temporarily reduced
overcrowding. But other measures limited
prisoners’ rights, including by reducing their
contact with the outside world.

EXCESSIVE USE OF FORCE

A police chase in April in the capital,
Brussels, resulted in the death of a 19-year-
old who fled for fear of being fined for breach
of COVID-19 restrictions. His scooter collided
with a police car.?

In August, media released leaked video
footage from inside a holding cell at Charleroi
Airport, where Slovakian national Jozef
Chovanec was detained in February 2018.
He suffered a cardiac arrest following a
violent altercation with police officers and
later died in hospital. The footage shows
officers joking and one making a Nazi salute
next to the restrained man. A criminal
investigation was ongoing.

GENDER-BASED VIOLENCE

In March, a survey on sexual violence in
Belgium was published which had
interviewed 2,300 people aged 15 to 85. In it,
20% of female and 14% of male respondents
said they had been raped.3

In June, the government decided to
establish seven extra care centres for
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survivors of sexual violence; such centres
already existed in three cities.

RIGHTS OF REFUGEES, ASYLUM-
SEEKERS AND MIGRANTS

In March, due to COVID-19, the authorities
closed the office accepting asylum claims.
Hundreds of people were temporarily denied
access to asylum and consequently to food
and housing. The authorities established an
online registration system that was
inadequate. In over 100 individual cases, the
Labour Court ordered the Federal Service for
reception of asylum-seekers to ensure access
to material assistance.

In September, a government commission
tasked with reviewing returns and removal
procedures and practices, presented its
report to Parliament, which called for
increased use of repressive measures,
including pre-removal detention and harsher
penalties for irregular entry. Civil society
organizations criticized the regressive
approach and presented an alternative report
with human rights-compliant proposals.

DISCRIMINATION

“Stop Ethnic Profiling”, a platform launched
in June, expressed concern that ethnic
profiling by police increased during
lockdown.

In July, four local police forces adopted a
framework outlining how police should avoid
ethnic profiling.

FREEDOM OF ASSEMBLY

In June, 10,000 people protested against
racism and police violence in Brussels. In
response to the pandemic, public gatherings
were banned, but the authorities tolerated the
protest. In several other towns, local
authorities banned smaller protests.

RIGHT TO PRIVACY

The state response to COVID-19 included the
increased collection, retention and
aggregation of personal data. Privacy experts
and civil society organizations advocated for
safeguards to protect the right to privacy,

Amnesty International Report 2020/21

including by ensuring the swift erasure of
data allowing identification.*

IRRESPONSIBLE ARMS TRANSFERS

Concerns remained that continued
authorization of arms transfers by the
Wallonia region to the Saudi-led coalition in
Yemen could mean such arms being used to
commit or facilitate serious violations of
international human rights and humanitarian
law. Following legal action by NGOs, the
Council of State annulled several such
licences.

1. Les maisons de repos dans I'angle mort: Les droits humains des
personnes agées pendant la pandémie de COVID-19 en Belgique (in
French only) (Report, November)

2. Policing the pandemic: Human rights violations in the enforcement of
COVID-19 measures in Europe (EUR 01/2511/2020)

3. Sondage sur le viol: Chiffres 2020 (in French only) (Article, 4 March)

4. Global: COVID-19, surveillance and the threat to your rights (Press
release, 3 April)

BENIN

Republic of Benin
Head of state and government: Patrice Athanase
Guillaume Talon

The rights to freedom of expression and
peaceful assembly were unduly restricted;
journalists and health workers were unjustly
prosecuted, harassed and intimidated. The
police used excessive force while policing
demonstrations and enforcing public health
restrictions. Discrimination against women
and minorities persisted and LGBTI people
suffered harassment and violence.

BACKGROUND

Tensions between the government and
opposition parties persisted following
disputed parliamentary elections in 2019.
The African Court on Human and Peoples’
Rights (African Court) requested that Benin
suspend the May local elections, pending its
decision on a case brought by political
opponent, Sébastien Ajavon, concerning the
exclusion of the Social Liberal Union Party
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from local elections. A few days later, the
government barred individuals and NGOs
from submitting direct complaints to the
African Court, and the May elections went
ahead.

In December, the African Court ordered
Benin to take all measures to repeal the
Amnesty Law for all the criminal offences
relating to the 2019 legislative elections.

The government responded to the
COVID-19 pandemic by implementing certain
restrictions on human rights and releasing
411 prisoners.

FREEDOM OF EXPRESSION

The authorities continued to detain and
prosecute journalists under certain provisions
in the 2018 Digital Code that unduly
restricted the right to freedom of expression.

On 3 January, Aristide Fassinou
Hounkpevi, editor of the online L'Autre Figaro
newspaper, was arrested by agents of the
Central Office for the Repression of
Cybercrime. He was charged with
“harassment through electronic
communication” in connection with
comments he made on social media about
the possible appointment of the Foreign
Minister as ambassador to France. He was
released on 9 January but his case was kept
open for further investigation.

Ignace Sossou, a journalist, was released
from Cotonou Prison in June, after the
Cotonou Court of Appeal reduced his
sentence to 12 months, including six months
suspended for “harassment through
electronic communication” after he posted
on Twitter quoting the Public Prosecutor.

In July, the High Authority of Audiovisual
Communication ordered unauthorized online
media outlets to close. The decision was
viewed by some in the media as a way to
silence opposition media.

On 10 November, Loth Houénou, a
political opponent, was sentenced to two
years in prison and a fine of XOF200,000
(US$370) for “harassment through electronic
communication”. He was arrested on 26
June after he published audios on social
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media criticizing the President and other
institutions.

FREEDOM OF ASSEMBLY

Restrictions introduced to control the spread
of COVID-19 were used to prevent political
opponents from organizing meetings and
rallies. However, demonstrations by
government supporters went ahead without
interference.

In August, the police prevented a meeting
organized by Frédéric Aivo, a political
opponent, on the grounds that it was
unauthorized.

EXCESSIVE USE OF FORCE

In March, the police shot dead Théophile
Dieudonné Djaho, a student, during a
demonstration against the arrests of three
National Student Federation members at the
University of Abomey-Calavi. The Honorary
Chairman of the NGO Voices of Students filed
an appeal with the Constitutional Court
against the President and the Minister of
Interior and Public Security for human rights
violations. The government announced an
investigation.

In April, videos were distributed on social
media showing the police beating people for
not wearing face masks.

In May, Antonin Lokossi was shot dead by
a Forest Service guard in the town of Toffo in
Atlantique department while he was
gathering firewood. He was at the time
accompanied by two members of his
community, who said they were unarmed
when guards fired at them.

HEALTH WORKERS’ RIGHTS

In March, health sector unions raised
concerns with the authorities about their
exclusion from initiatives to manage the
impact of COVID-19 on the health and safety
of their members. In July, they issued a
public statement denouncing the lack of PPE
and poor working conditions.

Police arrested a health worker on 8 June
after he posted a warning on social media
about a COVID-19 outbreak at Ouémé-
Plateau Departmental Hospital Centre. He
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was charged with breaching confidentiality
and sentenced to six months in prison,
including five months suspended and a fine.
He was released on 8 July.

On 8 July, Adolphe Houssou, a
spokesperson for health sector unions,
publicly criticized the government for not
doing enough to protect health workers from
COVID-19. On 25 July, he fled the country in
fear of reprisals after police officers went to
the Health Ministry asking for his address.

DISCRIMINATION

In March, the UN Committee on Economic,
Social and Cultural Rights issued its
concluding observations on Benin’s periodic
review. It raised concerns about widespread
attacks against people with albinism; killings
of so-called “witch children”; and local
customs which deprived women of their
inheritance and property rights.

A government civil service recruitment
competition excluded people with disabilities.

GENDER-BASED VIOLENCE

The widespread use of violence and sexual
harassment against women and girls
continued. In May, Angela Kpeidja, a
journalist for a national television station,
publicly denounced sexual harassment and
other abuses in her workplace. The
authorities suspended the station's deputy
editor-in-chief.

RIGHTS OF LESBIAN, GAY, BISEXUAL,
TRANSGENDER AND INTERSEX (LGBTI)
PEOPLE

In Cotonou in April, unknown assailants beat
a transgender woman unconscious. She
regained consciousness in Godomey police
station, where officers beat, insulted and
threatened her. They stripped her naked,
photographed her and sent her home without
her clothes after five days in detention.

In July, a transgender woman was
attacked by a mob who stripped her and beat
her as they chased her through the streets.
Later that night, police arrested her at her
home for no legitimate reason, took her to the
Sodohomeé police station in Zou department,
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photographed her face and genitals, and held
her in a cell with male detainees. She was
released without charge the next day.

BOLIVIA

Plurinational State of Bolivia
Head of state and government: Luis Alberto Arce
Catacora (replaced Jeanine Afiez Ch4vez in November)

The social, economic, political and human
rights crisis in Bolivia which began in the
aftermath of the 20 October 2019 elections
continued in 2020. The crisis was
exacerbated by the COVID-19 pandemic,
which reached very worrying dimensions in
the country, disproportionately affecting
those in vulnerable situations. Those
defending human rights and the rights of
Indigenous Peoples, journalists and political
opponents, or those perceived as such,
continued to be threatened and harassed.

BACKGROUND
On 13 August, after two postponements due
to public health considerations relating to
COVID-19, the Plurinational Legislative
Assembly, the interim government and the
Supreme Electoral Tribunal agreed that a
general election should be held on 18
October 2020. On 23 July, after the second
postponement was announced,
demonstrations, including roadblocks,
intensified amid complaints by the authorities
and the general population that the
blockades were preventing key supplies for
dealing with COVID-19 from reaching various
communities that needed them. There were
also reports of violence by some protesters
and between groups of protesters, with
interventions by the security forces. Early on
14 August, there were reports of an attack
with explosives on the office of the Bolivian
Union of Workers (COB) in La Paz. The COB
had played a key role in the demonstrations.
Bolivia reported its first cases of COVID-19
in March 2020 and on 12 March the acting
President declared the situation a national
emergency. Supreme decrees and
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subsequent laws established additional
quarantine measures and mandatory stay-at-
home regulations, among other economic
and social measures to deal with the
pandemic. As of 31 December, the Ministry
of Health had reported 160,124 confirmed
cases of COVID-19 and 9,165 deaths related
to the virus.

On 18 October, general elections for the
President, Vice-President and members of
the Legislative Assembly were held. On 8
November, Luis Arce, the Movimiento Al
Socialismo party candidate, took office as
President.

EXCESSIVE AND UNNECESSARY USE OF
FORCE

In the context of the post-election crisis,
human rights violations were perpetrated,
including the use of excessive and
unnecessary force by the National Police and
the Armed Forces to repress demonstrations.
At least 35 people died and 833 were
injured. These human rights violations were
not adequately investigated, tried and
punished, resulting in impunity.

IMPUNITY

On 23 January the Inter-American
Commission on Human Rights (IACHR)
announced an agreement with the interim
government of Bolivia for the creation of an
Interdisciplinary Group of Independent
Experts (GIEI) to investigate acts of violence
and human rights violations committed
between 1 September and 31 December
2019. However, the government publicly
questioned the independence of two of the
four members of the GIEI announced by the
IACHR. On 28 April, the IACHR announced
that it would include a fifth member “to
strengthen the GIEI” and that the Group
would be installed soon. On 23 November,
the GIEI was installed and on 22 December it
announced that it had concluded the
“preliminary stage” of its work, which
entailed meetings with groups of victims and
witnesses and with civil society organizations.
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HUMAN RIGHTS DEFENDERS

Human rights defenders, such as Waldo
Albarracin, continued to be threatened and
harassed while criminal investigations into
attacks on them remained stalled, and the
authorities failed to provide human rights
defenders with appropriate protection so that
they could carry out their legitimate work.

FREEDOM OF EXPRESSION

Journalists and social communicators
reported that the right to freedom of
expression was being unduly restricted in
Bolivia by means of threats, attacks and
attempts to silence the national and
international media. The interim government
created a climate of fear and censorship
through its public statements and
regulations, and harassed and threatened
political opponents and those perceived as
such. It issued public threats, accusing
political leaders of spreading
“misinformation” and journalists of
“sedition”. The government also accused
people of participating in “destabilization and
disinformation movements” and of
conducting a “virtual war” against it.

In the context of the pandemic, the
government also issued regulations that
raised a number of concerns, such as
Supreme Decrees 4199, 4200 as well as
4231 which modifies the first two. Some
articles of these decrees violated the right to
freedom of expression, for example
establishing a crime against public health for
“spreading wrong information” about
COVID-19 or “generating uncertainty in the
population”. These decrees were later
repealed. Nevertheless, they served to
intensify the harassment against political
opponents and those perceived as such, as
did criminal proceedings and detentions.

INDIGENOUS PEOPLES’ RIGHTS

Indigenous Peoples were disproportionately
affected by the pandemic. Their right to
participate in decision-making processes on
issues affecting their rights continued to be
undermined by the granting of licences for
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economic projects on community lands
without their free, prior and informed
consent. According to the Office of the
Ombudsperson, in the context of the
pandemic, there was a lack of a public health
policy to protect Indigenous Peoples and an
increase in the use on social media of racist
rhetoric that stigmatized them.

RIGHTS OF LESBIAN, GAY, BISEXUAL,
TRANSGENDER AND INTERSEX (LGBTI)
PEOPLE

On 3 July the Second Constitutional Chamber
of La Paz Departmental Court of Justice
annulled a decision by the National Civil
Registry to deny registration for a same-sex
civil union. The Chamber ordered the Civil
Registry to issue a new resolution upholding
international human rights standards. The
order was not complied with and the Civil
Registry lodged a request with the
Plurinational Constitutional Tribunal for a
precautionary measure to suspend the
effects of the ruling; this remained pending at
the end of the year. On 9 December, the Civil
Registry complied with the Chamber’s order
and issued a new resolution, allowing two
men to become the first same-sex couple to
register their civil union.

1. Healing the pandemic of impunity: 20 human rights
recommendations for candidates in the 2020 presidential elections in
Bolivia (AMR 18/2871/2020)

BOSNIA AND
HERZEGOVINA

Bosnia and Herzegovina

Head of state: Rotating presidency — Milorad Dodik,
Zeljko Komsié, Sefik DZaferovi¢

Head of government: Zoran Tegeltija

The authorities failed to provide support to
thousands of refugees, asylum-seekers and
migrants stranded in the country. The
Constitutional Court declared that
movement restrictions imposed on older
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people and children due to COVID-19 were
disproportionate. State of emergency
measures further limited the rights to
freedom of peaceful assembly and
expression. Unlawful disclosures of personal
data of COVID-19 patients violated the right
to privacy. Prosecution of war crimes was
further delayed.

REFUGEES, ASYLUM-SEEKERS AND
MIGRANTS

Bosnia and Herzegovina (BiH) failed to
provide effective access to asylum and
adequate reception conditions for thousands
of migrants and asylum-seekers travelling
through the country on their way to the EU.
Despite reduced numbers in March and April
due to COVID-19 movement restrictions,
close to 10,000 people were stranded in BiH
at the end of the year, the majority in Una-
Sana Canton on the border with Croatia.

The asylum system remained largely
ineffective due to persisting institutional gaps,
including limited capacity in the Ministry of
Security, resulting in a significant backlog of
pending cases and people awaiting
registration.

Palitical inaction from the Council of
Ministers, and the reluctance of authorities at
all levels to co-operate, led to failures in
identifying additional suitable
accommodation and prevented the transfer
of existing reception centres from the
International Organization for Migration (IOM)
to BiH authorities.

In August, citing the lack of support from
the national government, Una-Sana Canton
authorities prohibited new arrivals on their
territory and imposed strict measures
targeting migrants and asylum-seekers living
outside official accommodation centres. The
measures included severe restrictions on
freedom of movement, prohibition on
gatherings in public places and using public
transport, and a ban on letting
accommodation to migrants.!

In September, the Una-Sana Canton
authorities forcibly evicted residents from the
official reception centre operated by the IOM
in Bihac, leaving close to 400 people without
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shelter and assistance in deteriorating
weather conditions.? In the last days of
December, around 900 migrants and asylum-
seekers were stranded in inhumane
conditions and without access to food, water
or electricity in the temporary camp Lipa after
the authorities failed to agree to their
relocation to more suitable facilities in other
parts of the country. The European
Commission strongly condemned the actions
saying they “undermined the rule of law and
put lives at risk”.

At the end of the year, around 3,000
asylum-seekers and migrants were living in
squats, abandoned houses and forests
across Una-Sana Canton.

FREEDOM OF MOVEMENT

As a part of the COVID-19 emergency
measures in March, the authorities imposed
a blanket 24-hour curfew on children and
people aged 65 and older. The curfew was
eased after several weeks but over 300
people found in violation of the order
received fines that could exceed the average
monthly pension. In April, the Constitutional
Court ruled the measures were
disproportionate and breached the right to
freedom of movement enshrined in the
Constitution and the European Convention on
Human Rights.

FREEDOM OF EXPRESSION

The BiH Association of Journalists recorded
nearly 30 cases of serious violations of media
freedom, including physical assault and
death threats against journalists and other
media workers.

Journalists and others criticizing the
government’s COVID-19 response faced
backlash and censorship. In several cantons,
independent journalists were denied access
to government briefings on the COVID-19
crisis. In March, the Republika Srpska
government issued a decree prohibiting the
“incitement of panic and disorder” and
imposed heavy fines for violations. At least 18
people were charged under the decree
before it was repealed in late April, including
a medical doctor who expressed concern on
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social media about the lack of equipment
and capacities in local hospitals. Federation
BiH authorities actively monitored private
social media accounts and criminally
charged at least five people for “spreading
false information and panic” in March. At the
end of the year, there was no credible
information on whether any of the charges
were dropped. The Council of Europe
Commissioner for Human Rights warned that
the measures limited the right to freedom of
expression.

FREEDOM OF ASSEMBLY

According to the European Commission, laws
regulating assemblies were contrary to
international law as they severely restricted
public places for protests and placed a
disproportionate burden on organizers, who
had to cover the costs for additional security
and emergency measures during events.

RIGHT TO PRIVACY

In March, authorities in several parts of the
country cited public health grounds in
disclosing personal data of individuals,
including minors, who were diagnosed with
COVID-19 and of those with orders to self-
isolate. The BiH Data Protection Agency
warned that it breached national data
protection legislation and prohibited further
public disclosure of personal data by the
authorities.

RIGHT TO TRUTH, JUSTICE AND
REPARATION

In September, the BiH Council of Ministers
adopted the long-delayed revised War Crimes
Strategy, which set new deadlines for
completion of backlog cases. By the end of
2020, over 600 cases were pending before
various courts in BiH.

Prosecution of war crimes continued to be
delayed due to systemic deficiencies in the
Prosecutor’s Office.

In March, a survivor of wartime rape in
Novi Travnik received financial
compensation, the first such award in
criminal proceedings.
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In August, the UN Committee for
Elimination of Discrimination against Women
(CEDAW) ruled in a wartime rape case that
BiH failed to ensure an impartial and
effective investigation and adequate
reparation to the victim. The Committee
called on BiH to provide immediate and
comprehensive support to survivors of
wartime sexual violence.

In July, the country marked the 25t
anniversary of the Srebrenica genocide when
more than 8,000 Bosnian Muslim men and
boys were killed; survivors continued to face
insurmountable obstacles to obtaining truth,
justice and remedy.3

Over 7,200 people remained missing as a
result of the armed conflict. Political pressure
and lack of resources continued to impede
the work of the BiH Missing Persons Institute.

1. Bosnia and Herzegovina: Reckless restrictions of movement leave
refugees and migrants stranded without protection (News story, 25
August)

2. Bosnia and Herzegovina: Authorities create gratuitous suffering for
hundreds left without shelter (News story, 1 October)

3. Bosnia and Herzegovina: 25th anniversary of Srebrenica massacre is
a sombre warning from history (News story, 9 July)

BOTSWANA

Republic of Botswana
Head of state and government: Mokgweetsi Masisi

Food insecurity remained widespread. State
of emergency legislation was introduced in
response to the COVID-19 pandemic which
further restricted the right to freedom of
expression. Police subjected political
activists to torture and other ill-treatment.
Death by hanging was maintained as a
punishment for crimes including murder.

BACKGROUND

On 2 April, the President declared a state of
public emergency and also introduced
legislation under the Emergency Powers Act.
He ordered a 28-day national lockdown
subject to parliamentary oversight, which was
extended for another week on 28 April.
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Later that month, the President pardoned
149 prisoners to ease prison overcrowding
during the COVID-19 pandemic. Twenty of
those released were reportedly foreign
nationals. It was not clear which crimes were
pardoned or how long the prisoners had left
on their sentences.

TORTURE AND OTHER ILL-TREATMENT
According to the NGO Ditshwanelo (the
Botswana Centre for Human Rights), a 16-
year-old boy was flogged at a traditional court
in Mahetlwe village in Kweneng District by
the village's Deputy Chief, and on instructions
from the police, for not wearing a face mask.

ECONOMIC, SOCIAL AND CULTURAL
RIGHTS

Food insecurity remained widespread, mainly
as a result of recurring drought. It was
compounded by an African Migratory Locust
outbreak in February which affected staple
crops. These factors, combined with
COVID-19 pandemic mitigation measures like
border closures, adversely affected food
supplies and further exacerbated food
insecurity levels.

The impact of lockdown and movement
restrictions was particularly harsh for people
working in the informal economy, among the
most vulnerable to a socio-economic shock,
who represented the majority of workers
across the country, and particularly those
who mainly worked in the agricultural sector
as well as street vendors.

In May, the government enforced the
wearing of face masks in public and imposed
a maximum fine of BWP5,000 (approximately
US$432) or up to five years’ imprisonment
for anyone who failed to comply.

FREEDOM OF EXPRESSION

The Emergency Powers Act prohibited
journalists from using “source(s) other than
the Director of Health Services or the World
Health Organization” when reporting on
COVID-19. Journalists failing to obey faced a
fine of up to BWP100,000 (approximately
US$8,100) or a five-year jail term. The Act
outlawed publishing information with “the
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intention to deceive” the public about
COVID-19, or information about the
government’s measures to control the spread
of the virus.

Several people were believed to have been
charged either under the Emergency Powers
Act or the Penal Code for expressing their
opinions. For example, Justice Motlhabane,
the spokesperson for the Botswana Patriotic
Front, an opposition party, was arrested by
police on 16 April for “degrading and
maligning the leadership” after he was
accused of suggesting on Facebook that the
President would prolong the state of
emergency to “deal with his political rivals
and business competitors”. Justice
Motlhabane told journalists that he was
tortured by being electrocuted while in police
custody on this and several other occasions.

Journalists

On 18 June, journalists David Baaitse and
Kenneth Mosekiemang were arrested by
intelligence agents after they photographed a
building linked to the Directorate of
Intelligence and Security, the domestic and
international intelligence agency. After
spending a night in custody, they were
released and charged with “common
nuisance”, which, under the Penal Code,
carries a fine of up to BWP5,000 (US$432)
or up to two years’ imprisonment.

DEATH PENALTY

Botswana continued to impose death
sentences and carried out executions by
hanging for crimes including murder. It was
the only state in Southern Africa to carry out
executions.

BRAZIL

Federative Republic of Brazil
Head of state and government: Jair Messias Bolsonaro

Anti-human rights rhetoric continued to
escalate, increasing the risks to human
rights defenders. The shrinking of civic
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space fomented by an official narrative that
stigmatized NGOs, journalists, activists,
human rights defenders and social
movements continued. Obstacles to
freedom of expression and attempts to
restrict this right impacted the work of
journalists and media workers. Attacks and
killings of human rights defenders,
members of Indigenous Peoples,
Quilombola communities and environmental
defenders remained chronic problems.
Protection of natural resources and
traditional territories was neglected as
government structures to protect Indigenous
Peoples and the environment were further
dismantled and weakened. Violence against
women increased in the context of
measures introduced to curb the spread of
COVID-19. The pandemic exposed deep-
seated inequalities in Brazilian society,
impacting communities that face
discrimination disproportionately. The
President’s ongoing denial of the gravity of
the COVID-19 pandemic only exacerbated
the situation.

BACKGROUND

On 31 March a group of people gathered in
front of the army’s headquarters in Brasilia,
the capital, to commemorate the 1964 coup,
which led to a 21-year-long military
government. The demonstration was
attended by President Bolsonaro, who
referred to the date as “the day of liberty”.
According to Brazil's National Truth
Commission, under the military regime
hundreds of people were systematically
tortured, disappeared and extrajudicially
executed. Mainly due to the interpretation
given to the 1979 Amnesty Law, impunity
continued to prevail for crimes under
international law and human rights violations
committed during the military government
(1964-1985).

RIGHT TO HEALTH

The COVID-19 pandemic hit Brazil
powerfully, deepening existing historic,
structural and persistent inequalities and
exacerbating the economic, political, and
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public health and sanitation crisis in the
country. The government failed to ensure the
right to health, including access to health
care, and social protection for all peoples. By
the end of the year, the number of people
who had died of COVID-19 was around
195,000, the second highest total of any
country in the world. Brazil was an epicentre
of the pandemic, with more than 7 million
cases of infection.

Although dealing with the COVID-19
pandemic was a challenge worldwide, the
outbreak in Brazil was exacerbated by
ongoing tensions between the federal and
state authorities, the absence of a clear plan
of action based on the best available
scientific information and the lack of
transparency in public policies, among other
failings.

Economic and social rights

The government failed to mitigate the social
and economic consequences of COVID-19 on
groups in vulnerable situations, such as low-
income communities, women, LGBTI people,
residents of favelas, Indigenous Peoples and
Quilombola communities. Economic relief
programmes for low-income individuals were
insufficient and flawed. Many people faced
difficulties registering for these benefits and
the process was mired with allegations of lack
of transparency.

In November 2020, there was a massive
21-day blackout in the State of Amapa.
According to the National Coordination of
Articulation of Black Rural Quilombola
Communities (CONAQ), the lack of electricity
worsened the humanitarian crisis faced by
Quilombola and Indigenous communities in
the state.

Health workers

The state failed to provide health workers
with adequate assistance during the
COVID-19 pandemic. According to the
Brazilian Association of Collective Health and
the Brazilian Society of Family and
Community Medicine, health care
professionals faced challenging working
conditions, including insufficient personal
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protective equipment, a lack of clear
protocols to manage infections, the absence
of mental health support, lack of social
protection for workers’ families and
precarious employment contracts.

Prisoners

Prisoners were denied their right to health by
inadequate state measures to deal with and
curb the pandemic. Systemic overcrowding,
inadequate health services, and poor living
and sanitary conditions posed grave
concerns for the right to health of prisoners
and juvenile detainees. According to the
National Council of Justice, as of October,
more than 39,000 COVID-19 cases in the
adult prison system and 4,190 cases in the
juvenile detention system were registered. In
terms of testing, from October to December
2020, at least five states (Amazonas, Espirito
Santo, Paraiba, Ronddnia and Roraima) had
not conducted one single additional test in
their prisons. The State of Roraima, for
instance, did not report testing of any
prisoners or workers in the system to date.
The administrative area with the highest
prison population rate was the Distrito
Federal, with 15% of the detainees tested
from the beginning of the outbreak in March
to December.

FREEDOM OF EXPRESSION

Attacks on journalists and media workers
restricted and stifled freedom of expression.
According to a report by the NGO Article 19,
between January 2019 and September 2020,
members of the federal government made
aggressive and stigmatizing statements
towards journalists and their work 449 times.
These attacks included intimidation, smear
campaigns, defamation, gender
discrimination and questioning the legitimacy
of journalistic activity.

Restrictions on civil society participation in
public debate about government policies
intensified as a result of the hostile
government approach to social movements
and NGOs. The authorities constantly and
consistently used rhetoric that stigmatized
activism and groups in vulnerable situations.
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An emblematic example of this was the
President’s speech at the UN General
Assembly in September. Jair Bolsonaro
alleged that there was a “disinformation
campaign” about wildfires and deforestation
in the Amazon led by international
institutions. He also claimed the wildfires
were a consequence of the traditional
practices of Indigenous Peoples and other
traditional communities. Days later, General
Augusto Heleno, Chief of the Institutional
Security Cabinet, accused the Articulation of
Indigenous Peoples of Brazil (APIB)
movement of endangering national security
due to its work on Indigenous Peoples’ rights,
citing the same legislation that the military
dictatorship used in previous decades to
accuse the opposition of treason.

HUMAN RIGHTS DEFENDERS

A report by the NGO Global Witness
highlighted the dangerous situation faced by
territory, land and environmental defenders in
Brazil, which was third in its list of the most
lethal countries for environmental and human
rights activists.

On 18 April, Ari Uru-Eu-Wau-Wau was
killed in the city of Jaru, in the State of
Rondonia, after several threats in 2019.

The notorious killing in 2018 of Marielle
Franco, a defender of LGBTI, Black and
women'’s rights, and her driver, Anderson
Gomes, highlighted the obstacles faced in
obtaining justice and reparations for attacks
on human rights defenders. Two men were
charged with carrying out the killings.
However, two years after the death,
investigations had yet to establish who was
behind the killings.

RIGHTS OF WOMEN AND GIRLS

One of the indirect consequences of
movement restriction measures to curb the
spread of COVID-19 was an increase in cases
of domestic violence against women. Data
consolidated by the Brazilian Public Security
Forum revealed that the rate of femicide
increased in 14 out of the 26 states in the
period between March and May 2020 as
compared to the same period in 2019. For
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example, in the State of Acre, the rate of
femicides increased by 400%. Other states
also saw significant increases in the number
of femicides from March to May: 157.1% in
Mato Grosso, 81.8% in Maranhao and 75%
in Para.

In the first six months of 2020, 1,861
women were murdered, and an additional
648 were victims of femicide, according to
data from 12 states compiled by the Brazilian
Public Security Forum. Emergency phone
calls to the police related to domestic
violence rose by 3.8% in the first six months
of 2020 compared to the same period in
2019. In the State of Ceard, according to the
Popular Public Security Forum, the number
of women killed increased by 66% in the first
seven months of the year compared to the
same period in 2019, during which 216
women were Killed. The number of girls
murdered increased by 124% in the same
state.

There were over 119,546 cases of
domestic violence resulting in physical
injuries to women in the first six months of
the year, equivalent to an average of 664
cases per day. This represented an overall
reduction of 11% compared to the same
period in 2019, likely due to under-reporting
during the pandemic. However, six states
registered an increase in cases of physical
injuries during the same period. The State of
Para saw the highest rise in such cases:
2,674 cases were recorded, an increase of
46.4% compared to the same period of the
previous year. On average 126 girls and
women were raped every day in the country
during 2020.

RIGHTS OF INDIGENOUS PEOPLES AND
OTHER TRADITIONAL COMMUNITIES

Despite Brazil's international commitments
and national laws for the protection of
Indigenous peoples and other traditional
communities, the historical lack of respect for
the rights of these communities intensified in
2020.

lllegal mining, wildfires and the seizure of
land for illegal cattle farming and
agribusiness continued to threaten
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Indigenous peoples and other traditional
communities, impacting the right to land of
these communities and affecting the natural
environment.!

Data collected by the National Institute for
Space Research registered an increase of
9.5% in the destruction of forests between
August 2019 and July 2020, compared to the
same period a year earlier. More than
11,000km? of forest were devastated in that
period. The progressive dismantling of
national institutions responsible for
monitoring and protecting these areas
reflected the failure of the state to fulfil its
obligation to guarantee the rights of affected
communities to a healthy environment,
livelihoods, and to be protected from forced
evictions.

Wildfires in the Amazon were, in many
cases, started by farmers who illegally
invaded the territories of Indigenous peoples
in order to prepare the land for cattle. Cattle
illegally grazed in the Amazon has entered
the supply chain of JBS, the biggest meat-
packing corporation in the world.?

In a public hearing before the Inter-
American Commission on Human Rights in
October, Indigenous representatives
condemned invasions into Yanomami
territories and threats to Indigenous leaders
by those seeking to carry out illegal mining
activities. They also condemned the invasion
of the lands of the Uru-Eu-Wau-Wau,
Karipunas, Guajajaras and Tembés
communities for economic exploitation. Many
members of Indigenous communities have
lost their lives in the context of these
invasions, including Edilson Tembé dos
Santos killed in September and Ari-Uru-Eu-
Wau-Wau, killed in April.

Right to health
Ineffective public policies and measures to
mitigate the impact of COVID-19 among
traditional communities highlighted the
failure of the state to ensure the right to
health of these groups.

In July, along with six political parties,
APIB took to the Supreme Court the Action of
Noncompliance with Fundamental Precept
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(ADPF) number 709, which seeks health
protection measures for these communities,
due to the pandemic. According to the
lawsuit, the fatality rate among Indigenous
peoples was 9.6%, while the national average
was 5.6%. The Supreme Court had
determined that the state should implement a
specific emergency plan and public health
sanitation measures in Indigenous areas.
However, in December a third version of the
plan presented by the government was
rejected by the Supreme Court for not
providing answers to basic topics such as
access to water and sanitation and for not
setting detailed measures to provide personal
protective equipment (PPE), testing material
and human resources. APIB claimed that a
proper response to the pandemic was
coming from within the community, since the
federal government had failed to comply with
the Supreme Court's determination to protect
the communities in the context of a
pandemic. The articulation had to create an
emergency plan to equip the special units
across the country by delivering tests,
breathing tubes, hygiene kits, PPE and
cylinders of oxygen.

The CONAQ took ADPF 742 to the Federal
Court in September, demanding a national
plan in response to the pandemic in
Quilombola communities, inspired by ADPF
709. The plan was filed, but there was still no
positive action. The organization launched its
own initiative to monitor the spread of
COVID-19 among communities and kept
alerting to high fatality rates and under-
reporting. Communities also denounced
other difficulties — and even denial — in
accessing tests.

EXCESSIVE USE OF FORCE

In favelas and other marginalized
neighbourhoods, police violence escalated
during the COVID-19 pandemic. Between
January and June, at least 3,181 people were
killed by the police across the country, an
average of 17 deaths per day and 7.1% more
than in 2019. While people were following
recommendations to stay home, police
officers continued to conduct incursions in
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favelas for arrests which ended in killings.
Federal and state governments and
representatives publicly supported the idea
that “good criminals are dead criminals” and
the use of force by the police in favelas and
city outskirts.

According to the Brazilian Public Security
Forum, 79.1% of the people killed by the
police were Black and 74.3% were under 30
years of age. Brazil’s population comprises
54% Black people, according to the Brazilian
Institute of Geography and Statistics.
Residents of marginalized neighbourhoods
were the most affected.

During the year, Rio de Janeiro’s police
forces continued to carry out militarized
police operations in favelas, frequently using
helicopters and armoured vehicles. Police
killings in the state reached a level
unprecedented since they began recording
fatalities in 1998; between January and May,
741 people were killed, the highest number
in the country.

In May, 13 men were killed in Complexo
do Alemao, a group of favelas in Rio de
Janeiro, during a violent police operation
carried out by the Special Operations
Battalion (BOPE) and the police.

A few days later, 14-year-old Jodo Pedro
Mattos died in an operation in the Salgueiro
favela, Sdo Gongalo, Rio de Janeiro. He was
at home with friends when members of the
Special Resources Unit (CORE) entered his
home and fired over 70 rounds. Jodo Pedro
Mattos was shot in the back.

The worsening situation in Rio de Janeiro
led civil society organizations, local activists,
the Rio Public Defender’s Office, the
Brazilian Socialist Party and relatives of
victims to file a petition with the Supreme
Court to stop police incursions in the favelas.
In June, the Court issued a preliminary
decision to suspend police operations in
favelas during the pandemic. Following the
decision, killings by the police fell by 74%.

In Sao Paulo, police officers killed 514
civilians between January and June, a 20%
increase compared to the same period in
2019 and the highest number since records
started to be collected in 2001. A recent law
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known as the Anti-Crime Package has
determined that an investigated policeman
should have a lawyer during investigations
and if he does not have one, the police
corporation should provide him one. In
addition, the State of Sdo Paulo determined
that military policemen should have access to
lawyers for free. Since public defenders do
not act during investigations and no private
lawyers have been nominated for the cases,
the internal ordinance of the Military Police
says investigations should be suspended.
These conditions resulted in at least 300
police killings not being investigated.

In the state of Bahia, police killings rose
from 361 in the first six months of 2019 to
512 in the same period in 2020, an increase
of 42%. In the state of Ceara, 96 people were
killed in the first six months of the year, a
12.5% increase compared with the same
period in 2019. In July, 13-year-old Mizael
Fernandes da Silva was killed by the police
while he was at home asleep. Two parallel
procedures were initiated to conduct
investigations. The military investigation
concluded that the police officers who killed
the boy were acting in self-defence. The
parallel investigation by the Civil Police
concluded that a police officer should be
charged with the crime of homicide and
violating legal procedures. The prosecution
had not pressed charges by the end of the
year.

ENFORCED DISAPPEARANCES

Enforced disappearances remained a serious
concern nationwide given the involvement of
paramilitary groups, including police officers
and former state agents, in these crimes in
the past decades.

Despite families’ struggle for justice,
impunity persisted and there was no
significant progress in clarifying past cases of
enforced disappearance.

Domestic law was not brought into line
with international treaties and did not include
a specific crime of enforced disappearance,
which continued to be dealt with under other
provisions, such as kidnapping. This gap in
the law continued to pose a barrier to the
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prosecution of those responsible for enforced
disappearances, as well as to the
implementation of reparation policies for
victims. The justice system also lacked
effective and independent systems for the
investigations into these crimes.

There was no progress in the case of Davi
Fiuza, a 16-year-old Black youth who,
according to witnesses, was forcibly
disappeared in October 2014. He was last
seen in the city of Salvador de Bahia with his
hands and feet bound being put into the
trunk of a car that was escorted by the Bahia
State Military Police. In 2018, the Public
Prosecutor’s Office indicted seven military
police officers for kidnapping and false
imprisonment. In 2019 the case was
transferred to a military court, contrary to
international human rights law standards.
Hearings scheduled to take place in April and
June were postponed, ostensibly due to
COVID-19. At the end of the year no date had
been set for the rescheduled hearings to take
place.

1. Brazil: Alarming number of new forest fires detected ahead of
Amazon Day (News, 3 September)

2. Brazil: Cattle illegally grazed in the Amazon found in supply chain of
leading meat-packer JBS (News, 15 July)

BULGARIA

Republic of Bulgaria
Head of state: Rumen Radev
Head of government: Boyko Borisov

Media freedom and freedom of association
further deteriorated as authorities targeted
journalists and critics and cracked down on
anti-government protests. Authorities
placed some Roma communities under
mandatory COVID-19 quarantines and
severely restricted their movement; officials
engaged in openly racist rhetoric towards
Roma. Domestic violence remained
widespread and resources to support
victims were insufficient. Lesbian, gay,
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bisexual, transgender and intersex people
faced discrimination and social exclusion.

FREEDOM OF EXPRESSION

As a part of COVID-19 emergency measures
in March, the government proposed
amendments to the Criminal Code that would
impose heavy fines and prison sentences for
dissemination of false information. However,
the President vetoed the proposal before it
became law, citing its negative impact on
freedom of expression.

Media freedom continued to deteriorate,
with journalists investigating organized crime
and corruption facing intense political and
prosecutorial pressure in the form of threats
and intimidation.

In July, investigative reporter Nikolay
Staykov was questioned by the Prosecutor’s
Office and threatened with prosecution after
he released a documentary which implicated
the Prosecutor’s Office in a financial crime.

Several journalists covering the anti-
government protests in the capital, Sofia, in
September were physically assaulted by
police; one was detained for hours. The
Council of Europe’s Commissioner for Human
Rights called the actions “unacceptable” and
urged the authorities to investigate the
attacks.

In its Rule of Law Report in September, the
European Commission expressed serious
concerns about the lack of transparency of
media ownership and noted that media
remained subject to systematic political
control. Ranking 111t out of 180 countries
on the World Press Freedom Index, Bulgaria
remained the EU member state with the
lowest standard of media freedom.

FREEDOM OF ASSOCIATION

In July, United Patriots, a junior partner in the
governing coalition, proposed amendments to
the Non-profit Legal Entities Act that would
impose disproportionate scrutiny and strict
reporting requirements for organizations
receiving foreign funding. A coalition of NGOs
warned that the amendments were
inconsistent with the European Convention
on Human Rights and EU law and would
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create a hostile environment for civil society
organizations.

In September, dozens of people, including
journalists and police, were injured and
hundreds were arrested when months-long
anti-government protests in Sofia were
forcefully dispersed by anti-riot forces. Police
used pepper spray, tear gas and water
cannons against protesters who demanded
the resignation of the Prime Minister and
Chief Prosecutor, combined with an overhaul
of state governance. The European
Parliament strongly criticized the “violent and
disproportionate intervention” by the police
and urged the authorities to investigate
reports of excessive use of force.

Authorities targeted businesses and
individuals associated with the protests,
allegedly subjecting them to politically
motivated prosecutions and financial audits.
Anti-government protests continued into
December.

VIOLENCE AGAINST WOMEN AND GIRLS

Domestic violence remained widespread and
significantly under-reported. According to
women'’s rights organizations, the COVID-19
pandemic exacerbated the situation, in which
at least eight women were killed by their
partners during the two months’ nationwide
lockdown between March and May.

For domestic violence to be considered as
a grave punishable offence, the Criminal
Code required it to be committed in the
context of “systemic violence” or be
preceded by three separate acts of violence
by the same perpetrator. This exposed
victims to prolonged risks and limited their
access to justice. Victims of violence faced
barriers in accessing support services and
legal assistance, while capacity in the existing
shelters remained insufficient. In May, the
government adopted a national domestic
violence prevention programme aimed at
improving co-ordination among relevant
institutions and organizations.

The definition of rape in the Criminal Code
did not include marital rape and required
evidence of physical resistance by the victim,
which was contrary to international
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standards. The UN Special Rapporteur on
violence against women urged Bulgaria to
amend the Criminal Code to include a rape
provision based on lack of consent and
explicitly covering marital rape. A 2018
Constitutional Court ruling declaring the
Istanbul Convention incompatible with the
Bulgarian Constitution continued to prevent
the Convention’s ratification.

DISCRIMINATION

The COVID-19 pandemic and nationwide
lockdown exacerbated the already
widespread discrimination against Roma.

Between March and May, local authorities
in Sofia, Nova Zagora, Kazanlak, Yambol and
Sliven imposed a special regime, including
mandatory quarantine for all residents, which
disproportionately applied only to majority-
Roma neighbourhoods.! The quarantines
were enforced by armed police who set up
roadblocks and prevented people from
leaving the settlements. At the same time, the
authorities failed to provide sufficient and
safe access to water and sanitation, medical
supplies and food during the quarantines,
putting many families at further risk of
COVID-19 infection and poverty.

In Burga municipality, the authorities used
drones with thermal sensors to take the
temperature of residents in Roma settlements
remotely and monitor their movements. In
the town of Yambol, the authorities used
planes to “disinfect” the Roma
neighbourhood, which had registered
COVID-19 infections. Such measures were
only applied to Roma communities.2

Hostile anti-Roma rhetoric increased
during the ongoing pandemic, with officials
openly engaging in hate speech. The
Bulgarian National Movement (VMRO) party
portrayed Roma as a collective threat to the
general population, while government
ministers threatened stricter COVID-19
measures against Roma, suggesting that they
deliberately flouted physical distancing rules.

In May the UN Special Rapporteurs on
contemporary forms of racism and on
minority issues urged officials to stop hate
speech and end restrictions targeting Roma
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neighbourhoods, stating that they violated
residents’ rights to equality and freedom of
movement.

RIGHTS OF LESBIAN, GAY, BISEXUAL,
TRANSGENDER AND INTERSEX (LGBTI)
PEOPLE

In a homophobic attack in Plovdiv in
September, a group of young football fans
physically attacked and injured several
teenagers, some as young as 14, whom they
perceived to be LGBTI. The attackers
reportedly wanted to “cleanse” the city centre
of LGBTI people. The Plovdiv Prosecutor
initiated a criminal investigation which was
ongoing at the end of the year.

According to an EU Fundamental Rights
Agency survey, over 70% of LGBTI people in
Bulgaria felt compelled to hide their sexual
orientation and 40% avoided certain
locations for fear of being assaulted or
threatened.

1. Stigmatizing quarantines of Roma settlements in Slovakia and
Bulgaria (EUR 01/2156/2020)

2. Policing the pandemic: Human rights violations in the enforcement of
COVID-19 measures in Europe (EUR 01/2511/2020)

BURKINA FASO

Burkina Faso
Head of state: Roch Marc Christian Kaboré
Head of government: Christophe Joseph Marie Dabiré

Armed groups committed human rights
abuses, including killings and abductions,
in the context of the armed conflict.
Security forces also perpetrated
extrajudicial executions and torture.
Impunity remained pervasive. The right to
education was hindered. Freedoms of
expression and assembly were restricted.

BACKGROUND

The armed conflict continued, particularly in
the northern and eastern regions. In January,
the Volunteers for the Defence of the
Homeland Act was passed which allowed for
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the recruitment of local “volunteers” to
support military operations.

Seven of the 13 regions remained under a
state of emergency, giving the authorities
extensive powers to arrest and detain people
and limit their movements.

In March, a national curfew was imposed
to control the spread of COVID-19. The
government also released 1,207 prisoners to
reduce prison overcrowding and mitigate the
risk of infection.

In September, the Electoral Code was
amended ahead of the presidential elections
and stipulated that where polling stations
were closed for exceptional security reasons,
election results would be based on votes cast
in stations which remained open. In
November, President Kaboré was re-elected
for a second term.

ABUSES BY ARMED GROUPS

There were regular clashes between armed
groups, and attacks against civilians were
committed, often along ethnic lines, which
could amount to war crimes.

Since the beginning of the year, the Group
for the Support of Islam and Muslims (GSIM)
had blockaded the city of Djibo, in Soum
province, Centre-North region, restricting
access and peoples’ movement along a
37km stretch.

In March, the Koglweogo, an armed “self-
defence” group, raided three villages in the
Barga department in the Northern region,
killing at least 43 inhabitants and destroying
buildings. In the same month, at least 10
civilians were taken from a mosque in Cissé
village in the Sahel region and killed by
unidentified gunmen, according to media
reports.

In May and August, at least 45 people
were killed when unidentified assailants fired
indiscriminately at cattle markets in
Kompienbiga town and Namoungou village in
the Eastern region.

In July, the Mayor of Pensa and 10 others
were killed following an ambush on their
convoy between the towns of Barsalogho and
Pensa in the Centre-North region, believed to
be carried out by GSIM members. One
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month later, EI Hadj Souhaib Cissé, the
leader of the Islamic community of Soum
province, was abducted by gunmen while
travelling to his home in Djibo. His body was
found four days later on the outskirts of the
city.

RIGHT TO EDUCATION

The right to education was severely
undermined as a result of armed attacks by
GSIM and Islamic State of Greater Sahara
members against primary and secondary
schools; students and teachers were also
frequently threatened with violence. The
Ministry of Education said that 222 education
workers had been “the victims of terrorist
attacks” between January and April.
According to UNICEF, around 3,000 schools
were closed by April due to the security
situation.

EXTRAJUDICIAL EXECUTIONS

On 9 April in Djibo, 31 people were arrested
and executed by members of the special unit
force during a raid. Although the government
announced an investigation into the killings,
which could amount to war crimes, no further
information on the investigation was made
public.

TORTURE AND OTHER ILL-TREATMENT

On 11 May, gendarmes, accompanied by
volunteers, arrested and detained at least 25
people at a market in Kpentchangou town in
the Eastern region. The next morning, 12 of
them were found dead in their cells at the
Tanwalbougou gendarmerie post. The
gendarmerie denied responsibility, but the
survivors, who were released in June, said
that the 12 men had died as a result of
severe beatings by the gendarmes. The
authorities said they would investigate the
incident but no public information was
available at the end of the year on the
investigation.

GENDER-BASED VIOLENCE
According to UNHCR, the UN refugee
agency, the incidence of gender-based
violence, including rape, early and forced
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marriage and prostitution, other sexual abuse
and exploitation, was exacerbated by the
conflict. Victims of such violence faced
difficulty in getting help as sexual and
reproductive health care services were either
in short supply or were disrupted by the
conflict.

REFUGEES AND INTERNALLY
DISPLACED PEOPLE

By August, according to UNHCR, 1 million
people had been internally displaced by the
conflict. Internally displaced people

(IDP) and refugee camps were the targets of
attacks by all parties to the conflict.

In May, army officers beat 32 refugees in
the Mentao refugee camp in the Sahel
region, while searching for perpetrators of an
attack against them that day in which a
soldier was killed. UNHCR called on the
authorities to investigate the incident, but
they responded by saying the camp hosted
gunmen.

In October, 25 IDPs were killed in an
ambush by an armed group near the town of
Pissila, in the Central North region. Survivors
said the assailants executed the men after
separating them from the women and
children, who they later released.

RIGHT TO TRUTH, JUSTICE AND
REPARATION

In February, EI Hadj Boureima Nadbanka,
commander of the Koglweogo in
Namentenga province, Central North region,
was provisionally released by the High Court
of Kaya. He had been arrested in December
2019 in connection with an investigation into
the unlawful killings of 50 people and the
enforced disappearance of 66 others in the
village of Yirgou, in Sanmatenga province, in
January 2019. No significant progress had
been made in the proceedings against him at
the end of the year.

FREEDOMS OF EXPRESSION AND
ASSEMBLY

In January, a car belonging to Yacouba Ladiji
Bama, an investigative journalist and editor of
the Courrier Confidentiel, was set alight
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outside his home. Journalists’ unions said the
attack was intended to intimidate him for his
work uncovering corruption and fraud.

In the same month, the Ouagadougou City
Council arbitrarily banned a sit-in outside the
Ouagadougou Court, organized by the
Collective Against Impunity and
Stigmatization of Communities (CISC). The
CISC were protesting at the authorities’ failure
to secure justice for the 50 people killed by
the Koglweogo in Yirgou in January 2019
(see above, Right to truth, justice and
reparation).

In August, the authorities stopped a
demonstration by supporters of deposed
President Compaoré, refusing them access to
the People’s House venue in Ouagadougou,
without providing an official reason.

RIGHT TO HEALTH

Workers’ rights

In March, the National Union of Human and
Animal Health Workers (SYNTSHA) raised
concerns about the country’s preparedness
to tackle the COVID-19 pandemic and called
for greater protection for front-line health
workers. SYNTSHA regularly denounced the
lack of infrastructure investment and the
government’s failure to respect the 2017
agreement which had aimed to improve
health workers’ employment conditions.

BURUNDI

Republic of Burundi

Head of state: Evariste Ndayishimiye (replaced Pierre
Nkurunziza in June)

Head of government: Alain Guillaume Bunyoni
(assumed office in June)

Unlawful killings, arbitrary arrests, enforced
disappearances and sexual violence were
carried out, mainly against perceived
political opponents. Freedoms of
expression, association and peaceful
assembly remained restricted; journalists
and human rights defenders faced reprisals
for their work. Hate speech along ethnic
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lines continued, and the President made
homophobic remarks in his speeches.

BACKGROUND
The human rights situation did not improve
following the May general elections. The
presidential candidate for the ruling party, the
National Council for the Defence of
Democracy — Forces for the Defence of
Democracy (CNDD-FDD), was elected. He
was inaugurated in June following the
sudden death of President Nkurunziza on 8
June. In late June, the Council of Ministers
were sworn in. This included the role of
Prime Minister, newly created under the
2018 Constitution. Communal and legislative
elections took place in May, followed by
Senate and local level or colline (hill)
elections in July and August, respectively.

There was no international election
observation mission, partly due to restrictions
imposed in response to the COVID-19
pandemic. The Conference of Catholic
Bishops of Burundi raised concerns about
“numerous irregularities” reported by its
observers. On 4 June, the Constitutional
Court ruled that the election had been held
“in a regular fashion”.

In October, the UN Human Rights Council
voted to renew the mandate of the
Commission of Inquiry on Burundi.

RIGHT TO HEALTH

Government representatives initially claimed
that the country’s “special pact with God”
had spared it from being impacted by
COVID-19. In late March, a government
spokesperson threatened sanctions against
schools and other institutions for taking
proactive containment measures ahead of
the government, and for seeking “to
manipulate or disorientate public opinion”.
Initial measures taken by government
included quarantine for travellers, and advice
on hand washing and avoiding physical
greetings. The international airport was
closed from late March to early November.
Mass gatherings continued during and after
the election campaigns. In May, some
doctors told the media that testing was
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insufficient and that official COVID-19 figures
underestimated the actual death rate. The
Minister of Foreign Affairs expelled the WHO
representative and three medical experts in
mid-May. Former President Nkurunziza’'s
death proved a turning point in the
authorities” approach to the pandemic. On 30
June, the incoming President declared
COVID-19 “public enemy number one”, and
the government launched mass testing.

REFUGEES AND ASYLUM-SEEKERS

The government continued to encourage
refugees to return to Burundi. Refugee
returns, facilitated by the governments and
UNHCR, the UN refugee agency, continued
from Tanzania and began in August from
Rwanda. Tanzanian authorities arrested,
forcibly disappeared, tortured and arbitrarily
detained several refugees, some of whom
were later forcibly returned to Burundi.
Returnees continued to face difficulties
reintegrating and received insufficient
support. Some were accused of supporting
the opposition and were threatened or
physically attacked by the Imbonerakure, the
ruling party’s youth wing.

Restrictions due to COVID-19 made it
harder for people to seek asylum outside
Burundi. Between January and mid-March,
3,242 people sought refuge in neighbouring
countries in the run-up to the May elections.
Between mid-March, when border
restrictions were imposed, and the end of
November, only 24 new arrivals from Burundi
were registered in the region.

DISCRIMINATION
In the run-up to the elections, CNDD-FDD
members increasingly used rhetoric which
incited violence against the political
opposition, and justified attacks against
opposition members. The government failed
to hold to account those suspected of being
responsible for hate speech along ethnic
lines. Such rhetoric continued after the
elections.

Women'’s groups criticized First Lady
Angeline Ndayishimiye Ndayubaha'’s speech
to the Women'’s Leaders Forum in
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September, in which she stated that the
country would never see gender equality, and
quoted from scripture to support her
argument. The Family Code recognizes
husbands as the head of the “conjugal
community”.

President Ndayishimiye made several
homophobic remarks in his speeches. In his
inauguration speech, he described same-sex
marriage as “social deviation”; in August, he
suggested a correlation between countries
which accepted homosexuality and high
COVID-19 rates.

FREEDOM OF EXPRESSION

In January, Agnés Ndirubusa, Christine
Kamikazi, Egide Harerimana and Térence
Mpozenzi, journalists at Iwacu Press Group,
arrested in October 2019 on their way to
report on clashes in Bubanza province, were
convicted of an “impossible attempt” to
threaten internal state security. They were
sentenced to two-and-a-half years in prison
and fined BIF1 million (US$525). Their driver
Adolphe Masabarakiza was acquitted. In
June, the Ntahangwa Court of Appeal upheld
their conviction on appeal, but in December
they received a presidential pardon and were
released.!

In October, Fabien Banciryanino, a former
opposition parliamentarian, was arrested on
charges of rebellion, defamation, and
threatening state security. He was questioned
about speeches he had made in the National
Assembly in which he criticized the
government, which would normally be
covered by parliamentary immunity.?

HUMAN RIGHTS DEFENDERS

In June, Burundi’s Supreme Court ruled that
the 2019 Ntahangwa Court of Appeal’s
decision to uphold human rights defender
Germain Rukuki's conviction, and 32-year
prison sentence, was invalid. The case was
sent back to the Court of Appeal to be heard
again with a newly composed bench.

The trial of 12 exiled human rights
defenders and journalists for “insurrection”
continued before the Supreme Court. They
were accused of involvement in the failed
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coup attempt of May 2015, in connection
with their role in protests against the then
President’s third term. Their lawyers were not
present at a hearing in February.

FREEDOM OF ASSOCIATION

Members of the main opposition party, the
National Congress for Freedom (CNL), faced
numerous obstacles to their political
activities. In some places, permission to open
party offices was denied, whereas in other
locations their offices were vandalized and
destroyed. During the electoral campaign
period, local administration officials
prevented them from holding some campaign
rallies.’

The authorities continued to press for
stricter control over the operations of
international NGOs, including by demanding
that organizations provide individualized data
on the ethnicities of their national staff. In
May, a presidential decree was issued to
establish international NGO recruitment
committees, including government
committees in each province to oversee and
approve all national staff hires.*

ENFORCED DISAPPEARANCES

Enforced disappearances continued to be
regularly reported, and previous cases
remained unresolved. The UN Working
Group on Enforced or Involuntary
Disappearances raised 81 new cases
(primarily from 2015 and 2016) with the
authorities. By the end of the year, the
government had provided no response to any
of the 156 cases raised by the Working
Group since 2016. Despite having signed the
International Convention for the Protection of
All Persons from Enforced Disappearance in
2007, Burundi was yet to ratify and
implement it.

ARBITRARY ARRESTS AND DETENTIONS
The CNL reported that more than 600 of its
members, including candidates, were
arrested before and during election day.
Some were arrested after clashes with
Imbonerakure members. Several CNL
members were convicted in expedited trials
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before the elections. Reports of arrests and
disappearances of party members continued
throughout the year.

Two days before the election, the
Prosecutor General wrote to the President of
the National Election Commission asking for
the disqualification of 59 CNL candidates in
the legislative and communal elections on
grounds that they were the subject of ongoing
investigations. The Constitutional Court later
overturned the decision to disqualify three
candidates for the National Assembly.

UNLAWFUL KILLINGS

Extrajudicial executions and other unlawful
killings continued throughout the year. After
fighting in February between an unidentified
armed group and the police and army in
Bujumbura Rural province, photographs and
videos circulated on social media showing at
least 12 young men who had been captured
and tied up, as well as photographs of the
bodies of several of the men. The UN
Commission of Inquiry on Burundi analysed
the evidence and concluded that the men
were killed after being captured and while
under the responsibility of police, military and
the Imbonerakure, who also featured in the
images.

The Imbonerakure killed several members
of opposition parties during the election
period. CNL and CNDD-FDD members also
died as a result of violent clashes between
the parties. Richard Havyarimana, a CNL
member, was abducted in May in Mwaro
province and his body was found three days
later. In a rare example of accountability, two
members of the Imbonerakure were found
guilty of his murder. They were sentenced in
August to 15 years in prison and ordered to
pay his family compensation of BIF10 million
(US$5,200).

GENDER-BASED VIOLENCE

Sexual violence was used by the
Imbonerakure and others as a form of
intimidation and punishment against people
perceived as political opponents. In its 2020
report, the UN Commission of Inquiry
highlighted acts of sexual violence committed
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against men and boys, as well as women and
girls, in detention at the National Intelligence
Service (SNR) since 2015. SNR agents
subjected male detainees to torture and other
ill-treatment that targeted their genitals and
included rape. They also forced them to have
sexual relations with other detainees, male
and female, and subjected them to forced
nudity and other humiliation. Women were
raped and subjected to other forms of sexual
violence.

RIGHT TO TRUTH, JUSTICE AND
REPARATION

Throughout the year, the Truth and
Reconciliation Commission conducted highly
publicized exhumations of mass graves
connected to past atrocities. Exhumations
were focused on graves linked to the 1972
massacres that primarily targeted Hutu. This
focus combined with comments made by
public officials was polarizing and seen as an
attempt to impose a single narrative. The
exhumations were carried out in a manner
which jeopardized the preservation of
valuable evidence and failed to ensure
respectful storage of human remains.®

1. Burundi: Upholding journalists’ conviction further undermines media
freedom (Press release, 5 June)

2. Burundi: Release outspoken opposition politician (AFR
16/3230/2020)

3. Burundi: Prioritise human rights in election season (AFR
16/2214/2020)

4. Burundi: Drop demand on international NGOs to disclose ethnic
identity of employees (Press release, 27 February)

5. Burundi: Human rights priorities for new government (AFR
16/2777/2020)

CAMBODIA

Kingdom of Cambodia
Head of state: Norodom Sihamoni
Head of government: Hun Sen

The extreme restrictions on civil and
political rights implemented since 2017
intensified, with the new State of
Emergency Law adding to a legal framework
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which severely impinges upon human
rights. Human rights defenders, peaceful
demonstrators and members of the banned
opposition party continued to face
harassment and intimidation through
misuse of the justice system. Women’s
rights came under sustained attack, as
Prime Minister Hun Sen led a public
campaign that used arbitrary interpretations
of “tradition” and “culture” to curtail the
rights of women. The ongoing anti-drug
campaign led to widespread violations of
fair trial rights. People arbitrarily detained
in drug detention centres faced torture and
other ill-treatment including inhumane
living conditions. The economic impact of
the COVID-19 pandemic left tens of
thousands of garment workers and others at
risk of destitution, particularly those
holding microfinance debts.

BACKGROUND

The government crackdown targeting
independent media, outspoken civil society
organizations and the political opposition that
began in 2017 continued throughout 2020.
The EU partially revoked Cambodia’s
preferential free-trade status under the
Everything But Arms (EBA) trade agreement,
citing violations of labour rights and human
rights. Per capita, Cambodia was the most
microfinance-indebted country in the world.

FREEDOM OF EXPRESSION

The authorities used the COVID-19 pandemic
as a pretext to further repress freedom of
expression, with journalists, human rights
defenders and government critics targeted for
the expression of their views. Between
January and March, Amnesty International
documented 22 arrests, with seven people
charged for allegedly sharing “false
information” about the pandemic, of whom
six were affiliated with the banned opposition
party Cambodia National Rescue Party
(CNRP).! Journalist Sovann Rithy was
arrested on 9 April and later convicted on 5
October of “incitement to commit a felony”
for quoting the Prime Minister Hun Sen
verbatim about the economic impact of the
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pandemic in the country.Z In April, the Law
on the Management of the Nation in a State
of Emergency was promulgated in response
to COVID-19, providing the government with
a range of arbitrary and excessive powers in
times of emergency.?

On 31 July, police arrested prominent
trade unionist Rong Chhun for comments he
made about the Cambodia-Viet Nam border.
He was charged with “incitement to commit a
felony” and remained in pre-trial detention.
His arrest sparked protests which were met
with a series of further arrests and charges
targeting young people and environmental
activists. Between 13 August and 7
September, at least 12 young activists,
including a Buddhist monk and two rap
artists, were arrested and charged with
“incitement to commit a felony”, and placed
in pre-trial detention.* Both rap artists were
later convicted. Other human rights
defenders fled Cambodia in order to escape
prosecution. Luon Sovath, a Martin Ennals
Award winner and renowned activist monk,
was forced to flee into exile after authorities in
the city of Siem Reap sought to defrock and
charge him on the basis of spurious
allegations of sexual misconduct.

FREEDOM OF ASSOCIATION
Members of the banned CNRP faced
continued arbitrary criminalization and
increasing levels of physical violence. CNRP
president Kem Sokha faced trial on trumped-
up treason charges in January, and his trial
remained ongoing. CNRP co-founder Sam
Rainsy and over 100 CNRP politicians
remained banned from participating in
politics following the party’s dissolution in
2017. Judicial harassment against former
CNRP politicians and activists intensified in
November as at least 126 CNRP-affiliated
individuals were summoned in a series of
politically-motivated mass trials on treason
and incitement-related charges. Severe
physical assaults of individuals affiliated with
the CNRP continued, with no one arrested or
investigated for any of the attacks.

The repressive Law on Associations and
NGOs (LANGO) continued to be used to stifle
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freedom of association. Environmental
activists working to expose rampant illegal
logging in the Prey Lang rainforest faced
arbitrary detention and physical assaults by
both state authorities and corporate actors.®
In September, the Ministry of Interior
characterized grassroots groups Mother
Nature Cambodia and Khmer Thavrak as
illegal organizations because they had not
registered under LANGO.

WOMEN’S RIGHTS

Hun Sen led a public attack on women’s
rights, invoking arbitrary notions of “tradition”
and “culture” to justify the policing of
women’s bodies and choices. In a speech in
January, he ordered the authorities to take
action against women who allegedly wore
“revealing” clothing while selling products on
Facebook. Days later, authorities arrested
and arbitrarily charged Facebook seller Ven
Rachna with producing “pornography” on the
basis of her clothing. In June, attacks on
women'’s rights intensified when the
government released a draft of Cambodia’s
proposed Law on Public Order. The draft
prohibited women from wearing clothes that
were “too short” or “too see-through”.
Despite this oppressive environment, many
women and girls engaged in online protest
against the draft law, which was still pending
at year end.

RIGHT TO HEALTH

Detention conditions characterized by
overcrowding and ill-treatment continued to
systematically violate detainees’ right to
health. The government’s anti-drug
campaign, which was rife with torture, other
ill-treatment and fair trial rights violations,
entered its fourth year, exacerbating the
overcrowding crisis in prisons and drug
detention centres. The campaign, which
emphasized criminalization rather than
measures protecting the right to health,
disproportionately impacted women and poor
and at-risk populations, including children,
sex workers and people living with HIV.
Amid the COVID-19 pandemic, in May
Cambodia’s ministers of justice and interior
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revealed plans to reduce prison
overcrowding.8 However, progress was limited
and the practice of arbitrarily detaining
people who used drugs, without charge,
continued.

ECONOMIC, SOCIAL AND CULTURAL
RIGHTS

The economic impact of the COVID-19
pandemic, combined with the partial
revocation of EBA trade preferences,
adversely affected the country’s crucial
garment sector, leaving tens of thousands of
workers, the majority of whom were women,
out of work. Workers’ socio-economic
insecurity was exacerbated by ballooning
levels of microfinance debt, which many were
unable to repay as a result of the loss of
income. NGOs and unions criticized the
government for a failure to protect those at
risk of homelessness and destitution because
of the widespread practice of microfinance
institutions using land titles as collateral for
loans. These developments put at risk the
right to an adequate standard of living for
millions of workers and their dependents.
People dependent on fishing and small-scale
agriculture also saw their livelihoods seriously
threatened by the increasing impacts of
climate change combined with development
projects, including hydroelectric dams.

ENFORCED DISAPPEARANCES

On 4 June, Wanchalearm Satsaksit, a 37-
year-old Thai opposition activist living in exile
in Cambodia, was abducted by unidentified
persons in the capital, Phnom Penh. His
whereabouts remained unknown. On 15 July,
a group of UN experts wrote to the
Cambodian authorities expressing deep
concerns about the “lack of progress in the
investigation into the alleged abduction and
enforced disappearance”. As of December,
the authorities had made negligible progress
in the investigation.®

1. Cambodia: Overcrowded detention centres a ticking time bomb for
COVID-19 amid raft of ‘fake news’ arrests (News story, 27 March)

2. Cambodia’s Government Should Stop Silencing Journalists, Media
Outlets (ASA 23/3294/2020)
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3. Cambodia: Proposed emergency powers would obliterate human
rights (News story, 2 April)

4. Cambodia: Youth targeted in ‘shocking’ wave of arrests (News story,
10 September)

5. Cambodia: Harassment of forest defenders undermines struggle
against climate change (ASA 23/2004/2020)

6. Cambodia: Drop discriminatory ‘pornography’ charges against
Facebook seller (News story, 21 February)

7. Cambodia: Substance abuses: the human cost of Cambodia’s anti-
drug campaign (ASA 23/2220/2020)

8. Cambodian authorities must follow through with release of prisoners
amid COVID-19 (ASA 23/2768/2020)

9. Cambodia: Probe into Thai exile's enforced disappearance moving at
snail’s pace, has glaring gaps (News story, 8 December)

CAMEROON

Republic of Gameroon
Head of state: Paul Biya
Head of government: Joseph Dion Ngute

Security forces and armed groups continued
to commit human rights violations and
abuses. Hundreds of thousands of people
were displaced due to violence; and gender-
based violence against women was
widespread. The government continued to
crack down on peaceful dissent and on
critics. There were reports of torture and
other ill-treatment in detention.

BACKGROUND

In February, the ruling Cameroon People’s
Democratic Movement party won the
legislative and local elections. Prior to this,
the Cameroon Renaissance Movement, led
by Maurice Kamto, called for a boycott of the
elections, and for electoral reform. President
Paul Biya has been in power since 1982.

On 17 March, the authorities adopted
measures to control the spread of COVID-19,
including by closing borders. On 31 March,
the President made a plea for public
solidarity to help fund the health sector. Many
critics raised concerns about the lack of
transparency surrounding the management
of the funds, and about public policies which
failed to address hardship resulting from loss
of earnings. In April, hundreds of prisoners
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were released, but severe overcrowding
continued to put detainees at increased risk
of COVID-19.

ABUSES BY ARMED GROUPS

Anglophone separatist armed groups
continued to commit serious human rights
abuses, and targeted people perceived as
government supporters in the North-West
and South-West regions.

In the North-West, a man was killed and
his father injured on 15 January, near
Bamenda city, when they tried to avoid a
checkpoint held by armed separatists. On 30
January, four humanitarian workers were
abducted by a separatist group which
accused them of working for the government.
They were released the next day. The
organization for which they worked said that
three of them were beaten and subjected to
psychological torture. On 7 August a
humanitarian worker was abducted from his
home in the Batibo subdivision by
unidentified assailants and later killed. Three
days later, armed men killed a teacher in
Nkwen district in Bamenda and threw his
body into a river.

On 11 August, the body of Confort
Tumassang, a 35-year-old woman, was found
on a road in Muyuka, a town in the South-
West region. She had been beheaded by her
attackers who were believed to be
separatists. They posted a video of her
execution on social media in which they
accused her of complicity with security
forces.

At least eight students were killed and
others injured in an attack on a school on 24
October in the town of Kumba in Mémé
division, South-West region. The authorities
accused armed separatists.

Meanwhile, in the conflict in the Far North
region, armed groups related to Boko Haram
carried out hundreds of attacks, committing
serious human rights abuses. Some of these
amounted to war crimes. Between January
and December, at least 312 civilians,
including children as young as 10, were
killed in at least 412 attacks, according to
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data compiled from UN bodies, media and
other organizations.

Internally displaced people (IDPs) were
victims of attacks. In August, at least 18
people were killed and 11 injured when
assailants threw an explosive device into a
makeshift camp in which they were sleeping,
near Nguetchewe village. Eight hundred IDPs
had taken shelter in the area. In September,
according to UNHCR, the UN refugee
agency, a suicide bomb attack killed seven
people and wounded 14 others at Koyapé, a
village which hosted IDPs.

Also in the Far North region, as of
December, at least 124 people, mainly
women and children, were victims of
abductions by armed groups related to Boko
Haram.

UNLAWFUL KILLINGS

In the armed conflict with separatist armed
groups, the military carried out attacks
against villages in which people were
unlawfully killed and their homes destroyed.
There was a spike in such violence in the
run-up to the elections in January and
February.

In January, soldiers shot at people in a
market in Ndoh village in the South-West
region, in a reprisal attack following reports of
a soldier being killed in the area. At least 16
people were killed and five injured, including
two boys aged 14 and 17.

On 14 February, at least 21 people were
killed, including children and two pregnant
women, in the Ngarbuh neighbourhood in
the North-West region. After NGOs
investigated the incident, the government
established a Joint Commission of Inquiry
which, on 21 April, concluded that 10
children and three women had died during
“gunfire exchange” between the army,
supported by members of a “vigilante group”,
and an armed group. The authorities said
that disciplinary procedures would be taken
against all soldiers who participated in the
operation, while others would face arrest. No
official information was available on this at
the end of the year.
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INTERNALLY DISPLACED PEOPLE

As of November, according to the UN Office
for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs
(OCHA), more than 700,000 Cameroonians
were internally displaced within or outside the
North-West and South-West regions, as a
result of violence. A further 60,000 people
sought refuge in neighbouring Nigeria. More
than 320,000 people were internally
displaced in the Far North region.

GENDER-BASED VIOLENCE

The OCHA recorded 676 incidents of gender-
based violence in the North-West and South-
West regions in September (compared to 567
cases in August). The organization said that
their records may not have reflected the total
number of cases due to their limited access
to affected communities. Of all reported
cases, sexual violence represented 39%.
Survivors of gender-based violence crimes
were mostly women (64%).

FREEDOMS OF EXPRESSION AND
ASSEMBLY

The authorities continued to crack down on
peaceful dissent, banning demonstrations
and arbitrarily arresting those who exercised
their rights to freedom of expression and
peaceful assembly. On 18 September, four
members of the Stand Up For Cameroon
movement, a coalition of political parties,
NGOs and others, were arrested by the
gendarmerie in Douala city after attending a
meeting at the Cameroon People’s Party
headquarters. They were brought before a
military court on false charges of attempted
conspiracy, revolution and insurrection. The
judge ordered their pre-trial detention in New
Bell prison where they remained at the end of
the year.

Maurice Kamto called for peaceful
demonstrations to take place on 22
September to demand the President’s
resignation. Governors of the West and
Centre regions responded by banning all
demonstrations for an indefinite period. The
security forces surrounded Maurice Kamto’s
house between 22 September and 8
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December. At least 500 demonstrators were
arrested on 22 September, the majority of
whom were members or supporters of the
Cameroon Renaissance Movement.
According to lawyers, 160 of them remained
in detention in the towns of Douala, Yaoundé,
Bafoussam and Nkongsamba and, as of 9
December, 13 had been given prison
sentences by civilian courts, and 14 had
appeared before a military court.

TORTURE AND OTHER ILL-TREATMENT

The death in custody of journalist Samuel
Ebuwe Ajiekia was finally revealed by
independent media on 2 June, and then by
the National Union of Cameroonian
Journalists. His whereabouts had been
unknown for nearly a year, and his death had
been kept secret by the authorities. On 5
June, the Defence Ministry confirmed his
death and said that he had died of sepsis on
17 August 2019 at the Cameroon Military
Hospital in Yaoundé, although photographs of
his body showed signs of physical torture and
other ill-treatment. Samuel Ebuwe Ajiekia was
arrested in Buea, the capital of the South-
West region, on 2 August 2019, after he had
criticized the government’s handling of the
Anglophone crisis. He was initially detained
at the Buea police station before being taken
to an undisclosed location.

CANADA

Canada

Head of state: Elizabeth II, represented by Governor
General Julie Payette

Head of government: Justin Trudeau

There were concerns about governmental
responses to the COVID-19 pandemic,
Indigenous land defenders, climate change
and past cases of forced and coerced
sterilization of Indigenous women and girls.

BACKGROUND

Governments at all levels instituted public
health measures in response to COVID-19.
There were concerns about inadequate
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responses for groups experiencing
disproportionate impact, including
Indigenous Peoples, Black and racialized
communities, women, older persons, sex
workers, people seeking asylum, and migrant
workers. Governments did not act on a
proposal from more than 300 organizations
and experts for human rights oversight of
responses to the pandemic.

INDIGENOUS PEOPLES’ RIGHTS

Throughout the year, Indigenous land
defenders were subjected to threats and
violence throughout their territories.

In January and February, Indigenous
Peoples organized actions in solidarity with
land defenders in Wet'suwet’en territory
facing rights violations from the federal and
British Columbia governments and the Royal
Canadian Mounted Police.

In April, the federal government and
Asubpeeschoseewagong First Nation reached
an agreement to fund a health care facility to
treat decades of mercury poisoning.

In May, First Nations in northern Manitoba
successfully advocated to be consulted by
Manitoba Hydro on measures to prevent the
spread of COVID-19 from the Keeyask
Hydroelectric Dam construction site.

In July, the government of British
Columbia ordered an independent review of
ongoing construction of the Site C dam,
which does not have the consent of directly
affected First Nations and faces mounting
geotechnical risks.

In September, Joyce Echaquan, an
Atikamekw woman, live-streamed racist
taunts from health care workers before her
death at a Quebec hospital. Her death
prompted calls to address racism in health
care.

In October, government and police failed
to respond adequately to violence and
property damage experienced by Mi’lkmaq
fishers in Nova Scotia exercising their right to
fish lobster.

In December, the federal government
tabled a bill to implement the UN Declaration
on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples. The
same month, Canada contested and
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appealed the Canadian Human Rights
Tribunal ruling determining eligibility for
compensation for Canada’s discrimination
against First Nations children.

FAILURE TO PREVENT CLIMATE CHANGE

In February, the Federal Court of Appeal
dismissed an appeal by Indigenous groups
challenging construction of the Trans
Mountain Pipeline, which is to transport
bitumen from oilsands in Alberta.

In September, the Supreme Court of
Canada heard an appeal by three provinces
challenging the federal government’s
constitutional authority to enact a nationwide
carbon-pricing scheme.

In November, the government proposed
climate legislation that will enshrine a
commitment to net-zero carbon emissions by
2050 but was criticized by civil society as
being insufficient given Canada’s
responsibilities as a wealthy nation.

In December, the government released a
new plan for meeting Canada’s climate
targets that includes significant increases in
carbon pricing in coming years.

WOMEN’S RIGHTS

In February, in its response to 2018 UN
Committee against Torture recommendations
regarding forced and coerced sterilization of
Indigenous women and girls, the government
failed to commit to investigate cases, halt the
practice or ensure justice for survivors.

In September, the government committed
to invest in a Canada-wide early learning and
child care system that will be “accessible,
affordable, inclusive, and high quality”.

In September, the government promised to
“accelerate” development of a National
Action Plan in response to the 2019 report by
the National Inquiry into Missing and
Murdered Indigenous Women and Girls, and
re-committed to developing a National Action
Plan on gender-based violence, but gave no
details of the process.

In November, the Quebec Superior Court
heard a legal challenge to the province’s
“secularism” law, which bans certain public
servants from wearing religious symbols at
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work, raising concerns about gender equality,
discrimination, religious freedom and
freedom of expression.

DISCRIMINATION

A disproportionate number of Indigenous,
Black and other racialized individuals died
following interactions with police during the
year.

In September, the federal government
“pledged to address systemic racism”,
including in policing and the justice system,
but did not ban police practices of identity
card checks and street checks.

In October, an Ottawa police officer was
acquitted of charges related to the 2016
death of Abdirahman Abdi, a Black man,
during a violent arrest.

Also in October, the government facilitated
the return to Canada of a five-year-old
Canadian orphan from northeast Syria but
refused to act on cases of at least 46 other
citizens, including 25 children, arbitrarily
detained in camps controlled by Kurdish
forces.

RIGHTS OF REFUGEES AND MIGRANTS
In March, as part of COVID-19 border control
measures, the government prohibited most
people seeking asylum from entering Canada
from the USA.

In July, the Quebec government
announced it would stop refusing public
health services to children who are Canadian
citizens but whose non-citizen parents are
not covered by provincial health insurance.
The change had not been implemented by
the end of the year.

In July, the Federal Court struck down the
Canada/US Safe Third Country Agreement,
which bars most asylum claims at official
land border posts. The ruling was suspended
in October pending the outcome of an
appeal.

In August, the federal government
announced a programme to provide
permanent resident status to asylum-seekers
who worked in health care facilities between
March and August. The programme was not
available to refugee claimants who worked in
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other essential services impacted by
COVID-19.

CORPORATE ACCOUNTABILITY

In February, the Supreme Court ruled that a
lawsuit by Eritrean nationals against
Vancouver-based Nevsun Resources,
regarding human rights abuses associated
with the company’s mine in Eritrea, could
proceed in Canadian courts. The plaintiffs
reached a confidential settlement with the
company in October.

In June, Alberta province passed the
Critical Infrastructure Defence Act,
prohibiting protests and similar actions
targeting infrastructure deemed “essential”.
A challenge to the law’s infringement of
freedoms of speech, assembly and
association was pending.

In September, the Special Rapporteur on
toxics and human rights called on Canada to
grant the Canadian Ombudsperson for
Responsible Enterprise (CORE) promised
powers to independently investigate alleged
human rights abuses associated with
Canadian companies operating abroad.

Export Development Canada failed to act
on civil society calls to reform its due
diligence screenings of loans to controversial
projects such as the Hidroituango dam in
Colombia. Prosecutors did not act on a 2019
recommendation from investigators to lay
criminal charges against those responsible
for the 2014 Mount Polley mine disaster. An
appeal by affected communities of the
company’s permit to discharge untreated
mine waste into Quesnel Lake was pending.

RIGHTS OF LESBIAN, GAY, BISEXUAL,
TRANSGENDER AND INTERSEX (LGBTI)
PEOPLE

In October, the government tabled proposed
legislation to ban conversion therapy that
seeks to change people’s sexual orientation
or suppress a person’s gender identity or
expression.

IRRESPONSIBLE ARMS TRANSFERS

In April, the federal government ended a
moratorium on new arms export permits to
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Saudi Arabia, despite ongoing concerns that
Saudi forces are responsible for war crimes in
Yemen.

In October, the federal government
suspended arms exports to Turkey while
investigating reports that Canadian drone-
sensor technology was improperly used in the
conflict between Azerbaijan and Armenia.

CENTRAL AFRICAN
REPUBLIC

Central African Republic
Head of state: Faustin-Archange Touadéra
Head of government: Firmin Ngrébada

Armed groups continued to commit war
crimes and other human rights abuses.
Sexual violence remained widespread. The
justice system made important but limited
progress towards combating impunity for
crimes under international law. The right to
health was severely restricted. Foreign
companies were responsible for the
environmental degradation of local people’s
land and water.

BACKGROUND

Following the Khartoum Peace Agreement,
signed by the government and 14 armed
groups in February 2019, the security
situation remained precarious. Armed
groups, including the Ex-Seleka and Anti-
Balaka, continued to control most of the
country’s territory. In July, the UN Security
Council renewed its arms embargo on the
country for one year. In November, the
mandate of the UN Multidimensional
Integrated Stabilization Mission in the Central
African Republic (MINUSCA) was also
renewed for a year.

On 3 December, the Constitutional Court
rejected several candidacies for the
presidential election of 27 December,
including of former President Francois
Bozizé. On 17 December, several armed
groups formed the Coalition of Patriots for
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Change to oppose the presidential election
and launched several attacks in the west and
south of the country.

ABUSES BY ARMED GROUPS

Armed groups were responsible for war
crimes and other human rights abuses,
including killings, sexual violence against
civilians and attacks against humanitarian
workers. The Popular Front for the Rebirth of
Central African Republic; the Central African
Patriotic Movement; Return, Reclamation
and Rehabilitation (known as 3R); the Union
for Peace in the Central African Republic;
and Anti-Balaka were among the main
perpetrators.

According to the UN Security Council, 18
civilians were killed in Ndélé city, in the
north-east, in an attack by armed groups in
March. Between June and October, the UN
Secretary-General reported 271 cases of
human rights abuses including homicides,
rapes and lootings. Over the same period, the
UN recorded 60 cases of conflict-related
sexual violence including 55 rapes or
attempted rapes resulting in the death of one
victim, four forced marriages and one case of
sexual slavery. The country continued to be
one of the most dangerous places for the
staff of humanitarian organizations. The UN
Office for the Co-ordination of Humanitarian
Affairs (OCHA) recorded 424 incidents
targeting aid workers and their facilities —
mainly robberies, thefts and threats —
including 59 cases in December. Three
humanitarian workers were killed and 29
injured.

According to the June report of the UN
Panel of Experts on the Central African
Republic, armed groups continued to benefit
from the increase in gold production. For
instance, in Nana-Mambéré and Mambéré-
Kadéi prefectures, the 3R imposed taxes on
miners. The Experts also expressed concerns
about reports of illegal international trafficking
networks which funded and supplied armed
groups.
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RIGHT TO TRUTH, JUSTICE AND
REPARATION

Impunity for crimes under international law
remained widespread. Several armed group
leaders held roles in government while their
members committed human rights abuses.

In February, the criminal court of Bangui
convicted five Anti-Balaka leaders for war
crimes and crimes against humanity in
relation to the 2017 attack in Bangassou, in
which at least 62 civilians and 10 UN
peacekeepers were killed. It was the first
conviction for crimes under international law
since the conflict started. However, serious
concerns arose during the trial over the rights
of the defendants and protection of victims
and witnesses. The work of the criminal
courts was hindered in March when the
COVID-19 pandemic brought hearings to a
halt for the rest of the year.

The Special Criminal Court, a UN-backed
hybrid court mandated to investigate and
prosecute crimes under international law,
and other serious human rights violations
committed in the country since 2003,
confirmed in September that 10 cases were
under investigation. At least 21 people were
arrested as a result of investigations in 2019
and 2020 and were in pre-trial detention at
the end of the year. However, proceedings
lacked transparency and the identities of
those arrested were not publicly disclosed.
There were also delays in the recruitment of
international judges and the establishment of
the Court’s legal aid system.

Alfred Yekatom and Patrice-Edouard
Ngaissona, Anti-Balaka leaders, remained
waiting to face trial before the ICC, which was
scheduled to start in February 2021. They
were arrested for war crimes and crimes
against humanity and were transferred to The
Hague in 2018 and 2019 respectively.

GENDER-BASED VIOLENCE

The Gender-Based Violence Information
Management System recorded 2,904
incidents of gender-based violence, including
668 cases of sexual violence, between April
and June, compared to 1,299 incidents
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between January and March. In 92% of
cases the violence was perpetrated against
women and girls; 52% of cases happened in
the victim’s home; and 63% of attacks were
carried out by perpetrators who were known
to their victims. However, some victims did
not report crimes for fear of reprisals or
stigma.

In April, the UN Human Rights Committee
issued its concluding observations on the
country’s third periodic report in which it
expressed concerns about various legal
provisions in the Criminal Code, including
Article 105 “which allows the perpetrator of
an abduction to marry the victim, thereby
depriving the latter of the right to take
proceedings against the former”. The
Committee recommended that the
government repeal Article 105 and also that it
adopt comprehensive anti-discrimination
legislation.

RIGHT TO HEALTH

According to the WHO, humanitarian
organizations provided 70% of all health
services, and the country was among those
least prepared to deal with the COVID-19
pandemic. In October, the organization
reported that PPE for health care personnel
met less than one third of estimated needs,
and there were only two ventilators available
nationwide. There were just four COVID-19
treatment centres which were based in
Bangui, the capital. Outside the capital, there
were seven centres for the treatment of mild
and moderate cases which provided
quarantine facilities.

According to OCHA, over half the
population — 2.6 million people — were in
need of humanitarian assistance and
protection, including 660,000 people who
were, by 31 July, internally displaced by
violence. Children were particularly affected
by the dire humanitarian situation. One child
in 18 was at a high risk of dying from severe
acute malnutrition, and only one in 10 had
access to hygiene facilities, while one third of
the population had access to safe drinking
water.
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ENVIRONMENTAL DEGRADATION

In April, seven people died in one week in the
Bozoum region, reportedly as a result of
extensive environmental damage caused by
four gold mining companies who abandoned
their mines in late April.

In 2018, the companies had cut down
trees, diverted an area of the Ouham river
and excavated the riverbed, leaving it in
ruins. Analysis of water samples showed
evidence of mercury contamination far in
excess of international safety standards.

Local people reported that the river water was
filthy, and fish stocks had declined.
Residents of Boyele village had to travel
10km to find safe drinking water. People
living in the area reported that some people
had developed skin rashes; there were also
reports of the rate of miscarriages being
disproportionately high, and several babies
were born with physical deformities.

According to the local population, they
were not consulted about the mining project,
nor were any environmental and social
impact studies conducted prior to the
excavation process, as required under Article
34 of the Environmental Code. There was no
established system to allow residents to make
compensation claims against land
appropriation.

CHAD

Republic of Chad
Head of state and government: Idriss Déby no

Freedom of expression was restricted.
Measures to control the spread of COVID-19
limited many people’s access to food.
Access to health care was restricted. Early
marriage and female genital mutilation
(FGM) continued in violation of the law.
Armed groups committed human rights
abuses against the population.
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BACKGROUND

The security situation remained precarious,
particularly in the Lake Chad area where
Boko Haram and the Islamic State in West
Africa Province (ISWAP) operated. Deadly
inter-communal violence continued including
in Batha and Sila provinces.

Legislative elections were postponed for
the fifth year and scheduled for 2021
because, according to the Electoral
Commission President, the census was
delayed by the impact of the COVID-19
pandemic. At the end of October, for several
days, police units surrounded offices of
political parties and civil society organizations
who had refused or not been invited to
participate in a governmental national forum
on institutional and political reforms.

The government adopted measures to
control the spread of the pandemic, including
a ban on gatherings, a curfew, and heavy
fines and prison sentences for not wearing
face masks; they also took steps to address
hardship.

ARBITRARY ARRESTS AND DETENTIONS

In January, Baradine Berdei Targuio, a
human rights defender, was taken from his
home in N'Djamena, the capital, by armed
men wearing balaclavas. He was believed to
be held incommunicado at the National
Security Agency in N'Djamena. In February,
the Justice Minister confirmed he had been
arrested for “subversive activities on social
media”. In violation of the law, he was not
presented to a prosecutor and an
investigative judge until August. He was
charged with breaching national security,
illegal possession of weapons, and assault
and battery. He remained in arbitrary
detention pending trial.

On 27 November, police arrested and
detained Alain Kemba Didah of The Time, a
citizen movement, at the FM Liberté radio
station in N’Djamena, apparently in
connection with the authorities’ ban on an
alternative forum on reforms, initiated by
political parties and civil society
organizations. He was charged with
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“disturbing public order” and “acts of
rebellion”. He was released on 11 December
after a tribunal acquitted him.

FREEDOM OF EXPRESSION

The rights to freedom of expression and
access to information continued to be
violated. In March, the Union of Chadian
Journalists said two national television
journalists and their driver were beaten by
the police in N'Djamena while they were
reporting on COVID-19 restrictions on
gatherings. They were interrogated for three
hours before being released without charge.

Since 22 July, social media platforms were
partially blocked after a video was circulated
showing an army colonel in a fight with some
men in N’'Djamena. The Minister of
Communication said that the measure, which
remained in place at the end of the year, was
taken to prevent people from sending hate
messages.

In September, the High Authority for
Broadcast Media suspended 12 perceived
opposition newspapers for three months on
grounds they did not comply with the press
law which required them to employ a director
of publications and editor-in-chief who were
trained journalists and university graduates.

TORTURE AND OTHER ILL-TREATMENT

On 14 April, during a military operation
against armed groups in the Lake Chad area,
known as “Bohoma Anger”, 58 suspected
members of Boko Haram were arrested and
detained at the N'Djamena Gendarmerie
Legion 10. By 16 April, 44 of them had died
in their cell. The Public Prosecutor said
autopsies concluded that they had died after
consuming a poisonous substance. The
National Human Rights Commission (NHRC)
investigated the case and said poor detention
conditions could have contributed to their
deaths, and rejected claims that they had
committed suicide. The men were held in
cramped cells, forced to sleep on the floor
without bedding and were denied water and
food.

The Chadian League for Human Rights
(LTDH) reported that more than 200 people,

116

including dozens of women, were arrested in
the streets and workplaces in May. Many
were beaten with batons in detention, for
violating the curfew in the Mayo-Kebbi West
and Oriental Logone provinces.

ECONOMIC, SOCIAL AND CULTURAL
RIGHTS

Right to food

In July, the Famine Early Warning Systems
Network (FEWS-NET) said that COVID-19
measures had led to increased economic
hardship among those living in poverty,
rendering many food insecure. In the north
and east, the cost of staple foods increased
by 21%. The armed conflict in the Lake Chad
area also caused widespread hunger. FEWS-
NET said that 39 of the 107 departments
were affected, among which 15 were in
crisis, and nearly 4 million people were in
need of humanitarian assistance.

Right to health

Access to health care was limited. According
to government data people travelled around
an average of 45km to access health centres.
There was a ratio of one doctor to 28,531
people and one midwife to 5,902 women.

Medical equipment and facilities were
inadequate to deal with the influx of
COVID-19 patients. In May, the WHO said
that the COVID-19-related death rate was 6%
higher than the average in the continent.

In June, the LTDH said that 68 health
workers were reported to have been infected
due to lack of PPE. The government’s
quarantine facilities for patients or others at
risk of having contracted COVID-19 did not
provide for necessary isolation to prevent the
spread of infection. According to the LTDH,
hygiene standards were poor, water was
scarce and medical care insufficient.

WOMEN’S RIGHTS

Media continued to report cases of early
marriage, a practice which violated a 2015
law prohibiting child marriage. According to
UNICEF, the child marriage rate was one of
the highest in the world.
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Women’s rights organizations said that
more than 200 girls were subjected to FGM
in July and August in the Mandoul and
Logone Oriental provinces. In September, the
NHRC expressed concern about the increase
in FGM which was illegal under national law.

ABUSES BY ARMED GROUPS

Boko Haram and ISWAP committed serious
human rights abuses against the population
in the Lake Chad area which resulted in
dozens of deaths. According to the
International Organization for Migration,
298,803 people were internally displaced in
April in the region, rising to 363,807 in
September; 64% of them had left their
villages to escape the violence.

In one case, reported by the UN Secretary-
General, 10 people were killed in August
when Boko Haram attacked their village,
Tinana, in the Kaya department. According to
local authorities, during the night armed men
surrounded the village, fired on civilians and
looted houses.

CHILE

Republic of Chile
Head of state and government: Sebastian Pifiera
Echenique

Although mass protests against persistent
inequalities decreased due to the COVID-19
pandemic, those that did take place were
usually met with excessive use of force by
state agents, often resulting in serious
injuries. The government misused the law to
criminalize protesters, invoking the State
Security Law and introducing new criminal
laws. The pandemic had a disproportionate
impact on those living in poverty and those
dependent on public health services, as
well as on public health workers.

BACKGROUND

Mass demonstrations continued in the first
months of the year but largely stopped in
compliance with measures to curb the
spread of COVID-19. The government
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declared a “state of catastrophe” due to the
pandemic in March, which was extended
until December. This imposed restrictions on
movement and a night-time curfew. Chile was
one of the 10 countries worldwide with the
highest number of deaths per million
inhabitants due to COVID-19, affecting mostly
poorer communities and those in vulnerable
situations.

Chile failed to adhere to the Regional
Agreement on Access to Information, Public
Participation and Justice in Environmental
Matters in Latin America and the Caribbean
(the Escazu Agreement).

In October, Chile held a referendum and
approved a process to draft a new
Constitution.

EXCESSIVE USE OF FORCE

Mass protests continued from January until
mid-March, with multiple new incidents of
excessive use of force. At least two new
criminal lawsuits for alleged crimes against
humanity were filed against President Pifiera
and other officials. At the end of the year, the
Regional Prosecutor of Valparaiso was jointly
investigating these and other lawsuits filed in
2019.

The National Human Rights Institute
expressed concern at the slow pace of
investigations into human rights violations
that occurred during the mass protests in
2019. In August, the Prosecutor’s Office filed
formal charges against policemen accused in
cases such as the blinding of Gustavo Gatica
and Fabiola Campillai, almost a year after the
incidents to which the charges related.
Administrative investigations and sanctions
by the Carabineros (Chilean National Police)
were slow and ineffective, often based on less
serious administrative offences rather than
human rights violations.

Organizers of “soup kitchens” set up to
address widespread hunger said police
resorted to excessive use of force to try to
shut them down.

In March, during the curfew, police shot
Jonathan Reyes in the chest, killing him. The
police alleged they acted in self-defence, but
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video footage showed there was no evident
threat when the shot was fired.

As measures to curb COVID-19 were
relaxed, protests increased. In October, a 16-
year-old protester sustained serious injuries
after a policeman pushed him and he fell off
a bridge onto the concrete channel of the
Mapocho River in the city of Santiago. A
policeman was charged and the prosecution
produced evidence that police officers did
not attempt to help the injured youth.

Recommendations by commissions on
police reform set up since November 2019
by government and Congress had yet to be
implemented. A bill to “modernize” the
police, with a narrow focus on stricter
oversight procedures, was before Congress at
the end of the year.

REPRESSION OF DISSENT

The government filed lawsuits against over
1,000 protesters using the State Security
Law, which is not in line with international
human rights law and carries a risk of
political harassment.

An “anti-barricade” law came into force in
January, increasing penalties for people who
impede free movement by placing objects on
streets. The broad and vague definition used
in the law risks criminalizing legitimate acts of
protest.

RIGHT TO HEALTH

Health workers told Amnesty International
that, during the peak of the pandemic, they
worked in unsafe conditions, with insufficient
personal protection equipment and high
levels of stress, placing their physical and
mental health at risk. They also said that they
risked sanctions if they spoke out publicly.
This affected mostly public hospitals that
provide services to poorer communities.
Private clinics did not report these problems
and had significantly lower mortality rates.

To reduce overcrowding in prisons,
Congress passed a law that enabled over
1,700 prisoners at high risk from COVID-19
to be released and placed under house
arrest.
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INDIGENOUS PEOPLES

In June, Mapuche women who sell
vegetables on the streets in the city of
Temuco in the south of the country filed a
criminal lawsuit against the Chilean National
Police for torture in detention, including
forced nudity. The women had been
harassed for several years due to a municipal
ban on selling goods on the street.

In August, Mapuche protesters occupied
the premises of the Municipality of
Curacautin in southern Chile. Private
individuals came to the building to “support
the police” who were ejecting the Mapuche.
The individuals shouted racist slurs and
allegedly burned a protester’s vehicle. All the
Mapuche were detained, but neither the
government nor the police took action against
the individuals who had engaged in acts
against the Mapuche.

The trial of the policemen accused of
killing Camilo Catrillanca, a Mapuche, in
November 2018 began in March but was
suspended due to the pandemic. It restarted
in a partly in-person and partly virtual format
on 27 October.

SEXUAL AND REPRODUCTIVE RIGHTS

The government failed to prioritize sexual and
reproductive health care as essential services
during the pandemic or issue protocols to
provide abortion services for the limited
reasons allowed for in law.

In October, Congress rejected a bill to
regulate comprehensive sexuality education
for young people.

RIGHTS OF LGBTI PEOPLE

Changes to the anti-discrimination law to
expand its scope and include prevention
measures as well as reparation to victims was
before Congress at the end of the year.

In June, for the first time, a judicial
decision recognized in law two women as the
mothers of a child and ordered the Civil
Registry to register them as a family, which
the Civil Registry had refused to do. The
child, a two-year-old boy, was registered with
two mothers in July.
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RIGHTS OF MIGRANTS

In December, Congress approved a new bill
on migration that could reduce the
opportunities for migrants to regularize their
legal status once in Chile and undermine the
principle of non-refoulement. A group of
Congresspeople filed a requirement before
the Constitutional Court, asking to declare
parts of the law unconstitutional. A decision
was pending.

Due to the pandemic, the government
initiated a “humanitarian plan of orderly
return” for foreign nationals who wanted to
return to their countries. People who
accessed the plan were required to accept
being banned from returning to Chile for nine
years. In July, the Supreme Court ruled that
this requirement was unlawful.

CHINA

People’s Republic of China
Head of state: Xi Jinping
Head of government: Li Kegiang

The year was marked by harsh crackdowns
on human rights defenders and people
perceived to be dissidents, as well as the
systematic repression of ethnic minorities.
The beginning of the year saw the start of
the COVID-19 outbreak in Wuhan, which
killed more than 4,600 people in China.
People demanded freedom of expression
and transparency after authorities
reprimanded health professionals for
warning about the virus. At the UN, China
was strongly criticized and urged to allow
immediate, meaningful and unfettered
access to Xinjiang. Stringent restrictions on
freedom of expression continued unabated.
Foreign journalists faced detention and
expulsion, as well as systematic delays to
and refusals of visa renewals. Chinese and
other tech firms operating outside China
blocked what the government deemed
politically sensitive content, extending its
censorship standards internationally. China
enacted its first Civil Code, which received
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thousands of submissions by the public
calling for legalization of same-sex
marriage. Hong Kong’s National Security
Law led to a clampdown on freedom of
expression.

HUMAN RIGHTS DEFENDERS

Despite constitutional provisions and its
international commitments and obligations,
China continued its unrelenting persecution
of human rights defenders (HRDs) and
activists. Throughout the year, they were
systematically subjected to harassment,
intimidation, enforced disappearance and
arbitrary and incommunicado detention, as
well as lengthy terms of imprisonment. The
absence of an independent judiciary and
effective fair trial guarantees compounded
such recurrent violations. Many human rights
lawyers were denied their right to freedom of
movement, as well as to meet and represent
defendants and have access to case
materials. HRDs and activists were targeted
and charged with broadly defined and
vaguely worded offences such as “subverting
state power”, “inciting subversion of state
power” and “picking quarrels and provoking
trouble”.

Dozens of prominent HRDs and activists
continued to be arbitrarily detained after
attending a private gathering in Xiamen,
Fujian province, in December 2019. On 23
March, UN human rights experts expressed
grave concerns for former human rights
lawyer Ding Jiaxi and other HRDs whom they
said had been subjected to enforced
disappearance. On 19 June, after six months’
incommunicado detention, legal scholars Xu
Zhiyong and Ding Jiaxi were formally arrested
for “inciting subversion of state power” and
placed under “residential surveillance at a
designated location” without access to their
family and lawyers of their choice.l2 On 24
February, Hong Kong bookseller Gui Minhai
was sentenced to 10 years’ imprisonment on
charges of “illegally providing intelligence to
foreign entities” following his secret trial.3
Anti-discrimination activists Cheng Yuan, Liu
Yongze and Wu Gejianxiong were tried in
secret between 31 August and 4 September
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on the charge of “subversion of state power”
after more than a year of incommunicado
detention. The three men were arbitrarily
detained solely for advocating for the rights of
marginalized groups and at-risk people.

Huang Qi, founder and director of the
Sichuan-based human rights website “64
Tianwang”, was finally allowed to talk to his
mother on 17 September, the first time since
being detained more than four years
previously. Huang’s health had reportedly
deteriorated since being sentenced to 12
years’ imprisonment in January 2019 and he
appeared to show symptoms of malnutrition.
Australian writer and blogger Yang Hengjun,
held incommunicado since 30 December
2019 and charged with espionage, was finally
able to meet with an Australian consular
representative and his lawyer on 31 August.
Yang reportedly endured over 300
interrogations and continued to deny all
allegations against him.

Five years after the unprecedented
crackdown targeting human rights activists
and lawyers known as the “709 crackdown”,
many lawyers remained in prison or under
strict surveillance. On 17 June, human rights
lawyer Yu Wensheng was tried in secret and
sentenced to four years’ imprisonment for
allegedly “inciting subversion of state power”
after being held incommunicado for 18
months.* Yu was tortured in detention and his
health deteriorated drastically, according to
his lawyer. Human rights lawyer Jiang
Tianyong, released in 2019 after serving a
two-year sentence for “inciting subversion of
state power”, remained under strict
surveillance along with his parents. Human
rights lawyer Wang Quanzhang was released
from prison on 4 April after more than four
years’ imprisonment for “subverting state
power” and reunited with his family in late
April. According to his lawyer, Wang had
been subjected to torture.

AUTONOMOUS REGIONS: XINJIANG,
TIBET AND INNER MONGOLIA

Severe and wide-ranging repression of ethnic
minorities continued unabated under the

nou

pretence of “anti-separatism”, “anti-
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extremism” and “counter-terrorism” in the
Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region
(Xinjiang) and the Tibet Autonomous Region
(Tibet). Access to and from Tibet remained
highly restricted, particularly for journalists,
academics and human rights organizations,
making it extremely difficult to investigate and
document the human rights situation in the
region. In Xinjiang, since 2017 an estimated
one million or more Uyghurs, Kazakhs and
other predominantly Muslim peoples were
arbitrarily detained without trial and
subjected to political indoctrination and
forced cultural assimilation in
“transformation-through-education” centres.
Documenting the full scope of violations
remained impossible due to a lack of publicly
available data and restrictions on access to
the region. Despite having initially denied the
existence of camps, authorities later
described them as “vocational training”
centres. Nevertheless, satellite imagery
indicated that an increasing number of
camps continued to be built throughout the
year.

Missing since 2017, prominent Uyghur
historian and publisher Iminjan Seydin
suddenly reappeared and praised the
Chinese government in a video published by
a state-run English language newspaper in
early May. His comments in the video
appeared to have been scripted in an attempt
to discredit his daughter’s public testimony
about his arbitrary detention. Ekpar Asat, a
Uyghur entrepreneur and philanthropist,
went missing in 2016, after returning to
Xinjiang from attending a US State
Department leadership training programme.
In January, his sister discovered that Asat
had been convicted in secret on charges of
“inciting ethnic hatred and ethnic
discrimination” and sentenced to 15 years in
prison. Detained since January, Uyghur
model Mardan Ghappar had not been seen
or heard from since March when his
messages and images describing his poor
detention conditions were shared on social
media. Mahira Yakub, a Uyghur who worked
in an insurance company, was indicted for
“giving material support to terrorist activity” in
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January for transferring money to her parents
in Australia. According to her sister, the
money was transferred in 2013 to help her
parents buy a house. Kazakh writer Nagyz
Muhammed was sentenced to life
imprisonment in September on charges of
“separatism” in connection with a dinner he
had with friends on Kazakhstan
Independence Day around 10 years ago.

An increasing number of Uyghurs living
overseas requested proof of life from
authorities for their missing relatives in
Xinjiang. Uyghurs living overseas were
reportedly told by Chinese diplomatic offices
in their countries of residence that they could
only renew their Chinese passports if they
returned to Xinjiang. Chinese embassies and
agents harassed and intimidated members of
the Uyghur and other diaspora minority
communities across the globe.’ To silence
and suppress the activities of Uyghurs living
abroad, local authorities in Xinjiang reportedly
targeted their relatives there. Numerous
Uyghurs residing overseas were contacted by
Chinese security agents via messaging apps
and asked to provide information, such as ID
numbers, locations of residence, passport
photos and ID information of their spouses.
Others reportedly received repeated calls
from security police asking them to gather
information about and spy on others in
overseas Uyghur communities.

In June, 50 independent UN human rights
experts strongly criticized China for the
repression of religious and ethnic minorities
in Xinjiang and Tibet, among others. On 6
October, 39 UN member states issued a joint
statement expressing grave concerns about
the human rights situation in Xinjiang, Hong
Kong and other regions, urging China to allow
immediate, meaningful and unfettered
access to Xinjiang for independent observers,
including the UN High Commissioner for
Human Rights and relevant UN special
procedure mandate holders. Capitalizing on
its rising political and economic influence
and expanding role within the UN, China
continued to seek ways to challenge
established human rights mechanisms.5
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In Inner Mongolia, there were region-wide
protests over a new “bilingual education”
policy that would gradually change the
teaching medium of several classes from
Mongolian to Mandarin Chinese throughout
the nine years of compulsory schooling.
According to media reports, hundreds of
people, including students, parents,
teachers, pregnant women and children,
were arrested for “picking quarrels and
provoking trouble” solely because they
participated in peaceful protests or shared
information about protests on the internet.
Human rights lawyer Hu Baolong was
reportedly formally arrested on charges of
“leaking state secrets overseas”.

RIGHT TO HEALTH

Government censorship obstructed the flow
of vital information during the earliest weeks
of the COVID-19 outbreak in Wuhan. In the
early stage of the epidemic, professional and
citizen journalists, as well as health workers,
were prevented from reporting on the
outbreak. The local authorities later admitted
that they had withheld information, thus
impeding the public’s timely access to
necessary information about the virus. By 21
February, there were already more than
5,511 criminal investigation cases against
individuals who published information in
relation to the COVID-19 outbreak for
“fabricating and deliberately disseminating
false and harmful information”, according to
the Ministry of Public Security. Although
health professionals had raised alarms about
the virus in late December 2019, the
government’s failure to promptly respond and
its targeting of those who spoke out delayed a
co-ordinated response.’

Extensive application of personal and
technological surveillance in the name of
public health and safety further tightened the
state’s grip on society.8 Each provincial
government assigned hundreds of thousands
of community workers to watch over their
neighbourhoods under a “grid management
system” deployed to enforce lockdowns.
Many residents unable to produce relevant
documents or who had recently been out of
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town were denied entry to their own homes.
In April, African residents of Guangzhou and
other locations were evicted from their homes
and hotels and barred from restaurants,
facing discrimination in relation to the
COVID-19 pandemic.

FREEDOM OF EXPRESSION

Internet censorship continued, driven partly
by efforts to suppress information about
COVID-19 and extreme lockdown measures.
Medical professionals and activists were
harassed by authorities for “making false
comments” and “severely disturbing the
social order” in Wuhan, the epicentre of the
pandemic. Doctor Li Wenliang, one of eight
individuals who tried to sound the alarm
before the outbreak had been announced,
was reprimanded by local police four days
after he sent a warning message in a chat
group asking fellow doctors to wear personal
protective equipment to avoid infection. His
subsequent death from COVID-19 unleashed
nationwide outrage and grief on the internet,
with demands for freedom of expression and
an end to censorship. The authorities
blocked hundreds of keyword combinations
on social media and messaging apps. Online
posts of dissent, sensitive hashtags related to
the outbreak and demands for free speech
were quickly deleted. Leaked notices
indicated that authorities ordered people
accused of “spreading rumours” to delete
their social media accounts and posts.
Authorities detained or otherwise punished
people for revealing details about the
COVID-19 outbreak. Numerous journalists
and activists were reportedly harassed and
subjected to prolonged incommunicado
detention solely for sharing information about
COVID-19 on social media. Human rights
defender Chen Mei, along with two other
contributors to a crowd-sourced project
known as Terminus2049, were detained by
police in Beijing on 19 April and remained
out of contact with their families, solely for
collecting and archiving public information
about the pandemic. Outspoken lawyer and
citizen journalist Chen Qiushi and Wuhan
resident Fang Bin went missing in early
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February after reporting on the outbreak and
posting footage from hospitals in Wuhan.
Their exact whereabouts remained unknown.
On 28 December, citizen journalist Zhang
Zhan was sentenced to four years’
imprisonment for reporting on COVID-19 in
Wuhan. Shackled 24 hours a day for more
than three months, Zhang was reportedly
tortured and forcibly fed by officials after she
began a hunger strike.

During the year, some foreign journalists
faced expulsion while others experienced
delays to and refusal of visa renewals. The
Chinese foreign ministry revoked credentials
for and expelled American journalists from
multiple US media groups. In August,
Australian journalist Cheng Lei was placed in
“residential surveillance at a designated
location” on suspicion of “endangering
national security”. Two other Australian
journalists left the country after initially being
barred from exiting and interrogated by
security officials.

In April, authorities placed new stringent
restrictions on academic papers about
tracing the origins of COVID-19, requiring
them to be submitted to a task force
appointed by the State Council for approval.
On 13 July, law professor Xu Zhangrun, who
published criticism of the government’s
response to the COVID-19 outbreak, was
released after six days’ detention. Xu was
reportedly fired from his job at Tsinghua
University one day after his release. On 19
August, Peking University announced a new
set of rules for attending online webinars and
conferences organized by foreign entities, as
well as those in Hong Kong and Macau. The
notice demanded that participants apply for
and seek approval 15 days before an event.

China’s censorship and surveillance
extended beyond its borders during the year.
Complying with strict domestic censorship
standards, Chinese tech firms operating
outside China blocked and censored content
deemed to be “politically sensitive”, including
topics relating to ethnic minorities, political
unrest and criticism of the Chinese
government. On 12 June, teleconferencing
company Zoom revealed that it had
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suspended the accounts of human rights
activists outside China at the request of the
Chinese government and suggested it would
block any further meetings that the
government considered “illegal”.® TikTok, a
video-sharing app, deleted numerous videos
shared by Uyghurs living abroad to draw
attention to their missing relatives. Leaked
internal documents showed that the platform
had instructed moderators to censor videos
featuring “politically sensitive” topics, such as
Falun Gong or the 1989 crackdown in
Tiananmen Square.

FREEDOM OF RELIGION AND BELIEF

Regulations, effective as of 1 February,
stipulated that religious groups must “follow
the leadership of the Communist Party of
China... persist in the direction of sinicization
of religion, and practise core socialist values”.
The government sought to bring religious
teachings and practices in line with state
ideology and to comprehensively strengthen
control over both state-approved and
unregistered religious groups. Reports
documented the destruction of thousands of
cultural and religious sites, particularly in the
north-west of China. The state’s repression of
religion in Xinjiang and Tibet remained
severe. People were arbitrarily detained for
ordinary religious practices that authorities
deemed “signs of extremism” under the “De-
extremification Regulations”.

LESBIAN, GAY, BISEXUAL,
TRANSGENDER AND INTERSEX (LGBTI)
PEOPLE

On 13 August, Shanghai Pride, China’s
largest and longest-running LGBTI festival,
announced the cancellation of all future
activities amid shrinking space for the LGBTI
community. Activists faced harassment for
speaking out against discrimination and
homophobia. Online platforms, including
microblogs and magazines, blocked and
removed LGBTI-related content and
hashtags. Despite various challenges and
mounting pressure, members of LGBTI
communities continued to fight for their
rights. A university student reportedly filed an
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official complaint about references to gay and
lesbian people as suffering from a “common
psychosexual disorder” in a government-
approved textbook. The court rejected the
lawsuit in August, even though China had
stopped classifying “homosexuality” as a
mental disorder in 2001. On 28 May, the
National People’s Congress (NPC) adopted its
first ever Civil Code, a draft of which had
received 213,634 comments from the public
regarding the marriage chapter. Although an
NPC spokesperson acknowledged a large
volume of calls for same-sex marriage, it was
still not legalized under the Civil Code, which
took effect on 1 January 2021.

HONG KONG SPECIAL ADMINISTRATIVE
REGION

China’s top legislature adopted the broadly-
worded Law of the People’s Republic of
China on Safeguarding National Security in
the Hong Kong Special Administrative Region
(the National Security Law). The local
government escalated its crackdown on pro-
democracy activists and opposition leaders
and used national security as a pretext to
interfere in the media and education sectors.
The right to freedom of peaceful assembly
was further curtailed by seemingly arbitrary
enforcement of physical distancing
regulations in the context of the COVID-19
pandemic.

Freedoms of assembly and association
Repression of the right to peaceful assembly
persisted following the protests in 2019.10
Just three hours into a protest on New Year’s
Day, police declared an approved
demonstration “unlawful” and gave the
organizers and tens of thousands of largely
peaceful protesters 30 minutes to disperse.
The police then started firing tear gas and
water cannons at protesters and arrested 287
people, including three human rights
monitors.

On 18 April, the authorities arrested 15
prominent pro-democracy leaders and
activists for violating the Public Order
Ordinance, a law frequently used to prohibit
and end largely peaceful protests. They were
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accused of organizing and joining
“unauthorized assemblies” that took place
more than six months before their arrests.

The right to freedom of peaceful assembly
was further curtailed after the authorities
imposed physical distancing regulations in
response to the COVID-19 pandemic. In
March, the government introduced the
Prevention and Control of Disease
(Prohibition on Group Gathering) Regulation,
banning public gatherings of more than four
people. The ban was revised several times
and at year’s end applied to gatherings of
more than two people.

The authorities subsequently banned at
least 14 protests, citing the COVID-19
pandemic. These included totally banning
the annual June Fourth Tiananmen
commemoration vigil and 1 July protest
march, despite pledges to observe physical
distancing by organizers of both assembilies,
who provided the authorities with detailed
plans for preventive measures. It was the first
time the government had prohibited either of
these two annual protests. Despite the ban,
thousands convened to commemorate June
Fourth at the historical protest site, and 26
activists were charged with “unauthorized
assembly” for joining the vigil.

As of 4 December, the Hong Kong police
had issued at least 7,164 fixed-penalty
tickets under the public gathering ban.
Peaceful protesters were often targeted under
the new ban despite having observed
physical distancing measures. Journalists
covering protests were also fined, despite an
exemption under the regulation covering
those who were attending as part of their
work.

Around 9,000 hospital health workers went
on strike in February against the
government’s delay in implementing border
controls in response to the COVID-19
pandemic. The Hospital Authority later
demanded that the individuals involved
explain their “absence at work” and
threatened to retaliate, adding to a chilling
message to doctors not to organize and go on
strike.
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Freedom of expression

National security was used as a pretext to
restrict freedom of expression. Virtually
anything could be deemed a threat to
“national security" under the extremely vague
provisions of the National Security Law
adopted on 30 June without any meaningful
consultation and coming into effect the next
day. Giving the authorities new grounds to
prosecute peaceful activities, the law created
a chilling effect on free expression.!! By the
year's end, the authorities had arrested 34
individuals for displaying political slogans,
establishing overseas organizations to call for
Hong Kong independence or supporting
various political groups. The authorities also
invoked the law’s extraterritorial provision and
issued arrest warrants against eight activists
residing outside Hong Kong.

On 10 August, Jimmy Lai, owner of the
pro-democracy newspaper Apple Daily, was
arrested for “collusion with a foreign country
or external elements”. Police raided the
newspaper’s offices and searched through
documents, in apparent disregard for
journalistic privilege. Lai remained in
detention after prosecutors appealed against
an earlier grant of bail.

On 6 October the authorities stripped a
primary school teacher of his teaching
registration for “spreading the idea of Hong
Kong independence”, reportedly for giving
pupils a worksheet containing questions such
as “What is freedom of speech?” and “What
is the reason for advocating Hong Kong
independence?”

LGBTI rights

On 4 March, the High Court ruled in the first
instance that same-sex couples who had
married overseas could enjoy equal rights to
apply for public rental housing. On 18
September, the High Court granted married
same-sex couples equal rights to inheritance
and succession if one spouse died without a
will. However, in a separate judgment handed
down the same day, the court ruled that to
deny same-sex couples the right to marry in
Hong Kong was constitutional.
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COLOMBIA

Republic of Colombia
Head of state and government: Ivan Duque Marquez

Crimes under international law and human
rights violations and abuses in the context
of the continuing internal armed conflict
increased in rural areas where control of
territories formerly dominated by the
Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia
(FARC-EP) was disputed. The primary
victims continued to be members of rural
communities. Sexual violence against
women and girls persisted, as did impunity
for these crimes. Colombia was widely
recognized as the most dangerous country
in the world for those who defend human
rights. Protection measures for defenders of
the territory, land and environment
remained limited and ineffective, and
impunity for crimes against them
continued. In 2020, killings of social
leaders reached shocking levels. There were
concerns about the withdrawal of protection
schemes for human rights defenders, the
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authorities’ excessive use of force when
enforcing mandatory quarantines and the
failure to guarantee the right to health of
Amazonian Indigenous Peoples in the
context of the COVID-19 pandemic. The
police responded to nationwide protests in
September with excessive use of lethal
force, killing 10 people, and torture. The
Supreme Court of Justice issued a landmark
ruling in September, ordering measures to
guarantee the exercise of the right to
peaceful protest and acknowledging the
excessive use of force by state security
officials.

BACKGROUND

The government declared a state of
economic, social and environmental
emergency on 17 March to curb the spread
of COVID-19. The executive approved an
unprecedented 164 legislative decrees, some
of which the Constitutional Court declared
unconstitutional.

In August, the Supreme Court of Justice
ordered that former President Alvaro Uribe
Vélez be placed under preventive house
arrest in the context of judicial proceedings
for alleged bribery, fraud and witness
tampering. This was lifted in October, but
judicial proceedings continued.

The UN Security Council extended the
mandate of the UN Verification Mission until
2021.

In October, FARC-EP dissidents
intercepted a humanitarian mission of the
OHCHR Office in Colombia and the Office of
the Ombudsperson in Caqueta department,
and then set fire to their vehicle.

According to the Kroc Institute, which
monitors compliance with the 2016 Peace
Agreement between the FARC-EP and the
Colombian state, implementation of the
Agreement was slow. The National
Commission on Security Guarantees (CNGS)
did not make progress in dismantling
criminal organizations or ensuring a state
presence in the territories hardest hit by the
armed conflict, despite pressure from civil
society to step up its efforts.
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There was no significant progress during
the year in implementing comprehensive
rural reform and solving the illicit drug
problem through programmes for voluntary
crop substitution, central parts of the Peace
Agreement. Instead, the government set a
goal of forcibly eradicating coca production
on over 130,000 hectares, led by the military.
Despite the health, economic, social and
ecological state of emergency, these
operations continued in at least seven
departments.

INDIGENOUS PEOPLES’ RIGHTS

Government measures to curb COVID-19
failed to adequately guarantee the
fundamental rights of Indigenous Peoples.
Communities have historically lacked
adequate access to health, water or food and
lacked the sanitary and social conditions to
deal with the virus. In addition, isolation
measures meant they were unable to access
their means of subsistence.!

HUMAN RIGHTS ABUSES IN THE
CONTEXT OF INTERNAL ARMED
CONFLICT

Crimes under international law and human
rights violations and abuses in the context of
internal armed conflict continued to claim
victims, particularly in rural areas which were
the focus of territorial disputes between
various armed groups. The violence resulted
in thousands of people being forcibly
displaced, confined, subjected to sexual
violence or becoming victims of targeted
killings.

Guerrilla groups — the National Liberation
Army (ELN) and Popular Liberation Army
(EPL) — and state security forces and
paramilitary groups, such as the Gaitanista
Self-Defense Forces of Colombia (AGC), all
committed acts of violence.

A report by over 500 civil society
organizations recorded a notable expansion
of rearmed paramilitary groups and estimated
that the AGC had a presence in 22 of the
country's 32 departments, approximately
90% of Colombian territory. In the south of
Cérdoba and Antioquia departments, there
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were clashes between two subgroups of the
AGC sparked by a territorial dispute over drug
trafficking and mining areas.

In the Catatumbo region, the armed
territorial conflict between the ELN and EPL
continued. In Cauca, Narifio and Meta
departments, FARC-EP dissidents clashed
with other armed actors. In Choco
department, the conflict between the ELN
and paramilitary groups over control of illegal
mining continued.

As a result of armed clashes, 23,128
people belonging to Indigenous and Afro-
descendent communities in Chocé
department were confined throughout 2020.

At least 69 people, mostly civilians,
sustained injuries from landmines. According
to some communities, some armed groups
laid new anti-personnel mines. The most
affected areas were the departments of
Narifio, Antioquia, Norte de Santander,
Arauca, Guaviare, Cauca, Chocé and
Cérdoba.

Internally displaced people

According to the UN Office for the
Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA),
as of June, 16,190 people were the victims of
mass forced displacement. The department
most affected was Narifio, followed by Choco,
Antioguia, Cauca, Caqueté and Norte de
Santander. The leading causes were
confrontation between armed groups and
threats against civilians. Some 100 former
FARC combatants were displaced from the
Territorial Training and Reincorporation Area
(ETCR) of ltuango to Mutaté in Antioquia
department. Two massive displacements of
more than 1,590 members of the Embera
Dobida Indigenous Peoples were reported.

Unlawful killings

By 15 December, the OHCHR had verified 66
massacres, defined as incidents in which
three or more people are killed at the same
time and place by the same alleged
perpetrator. The civil society organization
Indepaz reported 51 massacres of people
protected by international humanitarian law
between January and September.
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On 16 July, the Embera Indigenous People
in Geand6 community reported that a nine-
year-old girl died after being shot during an
armed confrontation between the ELN and
the AGC.

The UN Verification Mission reported that
41 former FARC-EP members in the process
of reintegration under the terms of the Peace
Agreement were Killed in the first six months
of the year.

There was some progress on justice and
victims' rights. The Inter-American
Commission on Human Rights reported that
the Special Jurisdiction for Peace (JEP) had
informed the organization it had issued over
29,000 judicial decisions by July 2020.
Seven macro-cases were opened, including
into unlawful killings presented as combat
casualties by state agents.

RIGHTS TO HEALTH, WATER AND FOOD

There were concerns that spraying operations
to eradicate coca production in some areas
could also destroy legal crops on which
campesino communities depend for food. In
addition, these operations expose a
population with little access to health services
to COVID-19 virus. There were repeated calls
for the Colombian authorities to urgently take
appropriate measures to guarantee the rights
of rural communities, including their rights to
health, water and food, and to stop forced
eradication operations.?

EXCESSIVE USE OF FORCE AND
EXTRAJUDICIAL EXECUTIONS

In the subregions of Bajo Cauca, northeast of
Antioquia and Catatumbo, and the south of
Bolivar department, state forces used
excessive force when enforcing isolation
measures to curb COVID-19.

The Awa Indigenous People of the Pialapi
reserve in Narifio condemned the killing of an
Indigenous man during a protest against
forced eradication of coca in the area.

On 19 May, Anderson Arboleda, a young
Afro-descendent man, died in Puerto Tejada,
Cauca department, allegedly as a result of
being beaten by a member of the National
Police.
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The Association of Traditional Authorities
and U'was Councils (ASOU'WAS) reported
that the National Army killed an Indigenous
leader in military operations in Chitaga
municipality, Norte de Santander
department. The community refuted the
National Army's claim that he was killed in
combat.

In May, the Catatumbo Campesino
Association (ASCAMCAT) reported two violent
incidents in Catatumbo in which security
force officials enforcing the forced eradication
of coca indiscriminately fired on campesinos,
as result of which two people died in Teorama
municipality.

On 9 September, lawyer Javier Ordofiez
died as a result of torture and excessive use
of lethal force by National Police in Bogota.?
On 10 September, the Minister of Defence,
who is in charge of the National Police,
reported that 403 people were injured,
among them 194 members of the security
forces, and 10 people were killed (seven in
Bogoté and three in Soacha) in the context of
protests on 9 and 10 September in response
to Javier Ordofiez’s killing. An internal
investigation into Javier Ordéfez’s death was
ongoing.

HUMAN RIGHTS DEFENDERS

Colombia was the most dangerous country in
the world to defend environmental rights,
according to the NGO Global Witness. On 17
August, the OHCHR stated that it had
documented 97 killings of human rights
defenders and verified 45 homicides. Those
targeted were members of Indigenous
Peoples and Afro-descendent communities,
people defending the right to land and the
environment, and those involved in
implementing the Peace Agreement. The
Somos Defensores programme reported that
between January and December 135 human
rights defenders had been killed because of
their work and a further 65 homicides were
awaiting verification.

In March, the Attorney General's Office
reported that there had been progress in 173
of the 317 cases of killings of human rights
defenders. These efforts were not sufficient to

121



combat impunity for attacks against
defenders.

The Rios Vivos Movement reported that
collective protection measures for human
rights defenders were inadequate and did not
guarantee its members'’ right to life and
physical integrity because they failed to
address the structural causes of the violence
and the authorities did not fulfil their
commitments.

The Black Communities’ Process (PCN) in
Buenaventura reiterated that impunity for
threats encourages new attacks. The
Catatumbo Social Integration Committee
(CISCA) reported that campesinos defending
land-related rights experienced high levels of
violence and lack of state protection.

The Kubeo-Sikuani Ancestral Indigenous
Settlement in Meta department condemned
the failure to recognize the territorial rights of
Indigenous Peoples and underscored that
this was a key cause of the violence affecting
them.

The Association for the Comprehensive
Sustainable Development of La Perla
Amazoénica (ADISPA) highlighted the threat
posed by new armed groups since the Peace
Agreement.

State security forces continued illegal
surveillance and smear campaigns against
social leaders, journalists and government
opponents. The Inter-Church Commission for
Justice and Peace reported in May that the
National Army was conducting illegal
surveillance of two women human rights
defenders, Luz Marina Cuchumbe and Jani
Rita Silva. In May, several media outlets and
human rights organizations reported that the
military was carrying out illegal surveillance of
more than 130 people, including national
and international journalists, human rights
defenders and politicians.

RIGHTS OF WOMEN AND GIRLS

During the isolation measures imposed to
curb COVID-19, reports of gender-based
violence increased. According to the
Observatory on Feminicides in Colombia,
between January and November, 568
femicides were reported, including cases in
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which women were impaled, set on fire,
sexually abused, tortured and dismembered.

Venezuelan women in an irregular
migratory situation faced barriers in
accessing health services.

Organizations that work to defend women's
rights reported that the barriers to accessing
legal abortion services increased during the
year. On 16 September, 91 civil society
organizations and 134 activists presented a
petition to the Constitutional Court for the
crime of abortion to be removed from the
Penal Code; this remained pending at the
end of the year.

RIGHTS OF LESBIAN, GAY, BISEXUAL,
TRANSGENDER AND INTERSEX (LGBTI)
PEOPLE

The organization Colombia Diversa reported
that in 2020, 71 LGBTI people were killed.
Organizations that defend LGBTI people's
rights condemned the killing of Juliana
Giraldo, a trans woman shot by a soldier in
Miranda, Cauca department, in September.

RIGHTS OF REFUGEES AND MIGRANTS

The R4V Coordination Platform for Refugees
and Migrants from Venezuela reported in
May that 1,764,883 migrants and refugees
from Venezuela were living in Colombia, of
whom 8,824 applied for refugee status.

Refugees and migrants were subjected to
forced evictions during periods in which
isolation measures were in place, even
though these were prohibited by the
government during the state of emergency.
Thousands of people returned to Venezuela
due to the lack of opportunities in Colombia,
despite the risks this posed to their lives.
There were also cases of arbitrary detention.
The NGO Dejusticia reported that illegal
armed groups in La Guajira, Norte de
Santander and Arauca departments on the
border with Venezuela put at risk the lives
and physical integrity of people who had fled
from Venezuela to Colombia.

1. Colombia: Indigenous Peoples will die from COVID-19 or from hunger
if the state does not act immediately (Press release, 17 April)
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2. Colombia: Decision to forcibly eradicate illicit crops could result in
human rights violations (Press release, 22 July)

3. Colombia: Amnesty International condemns torture and excessive use
of force by police (Press release, 11 September)

4. Why do they want to kill us?: Lack of safe space to defend human
rights in Colombia (AMR 23/3009/2020)

CONGO

Congo (Republic of the)
Head of state: Denis Sassou Nguesso
Head of government: Clément Mouamba

Political activists and civil society members
including human rights defenders
continued to face intimidation, harassment
and arbitrary detention. Rights to freedom
of expression and peaceful assembly were
restricted particularly in the context of the
COVID-19 pandemic. The right to health
was hindered due to lack of adequate
equipment in health care facilities.
Indigenous Peoples still faced
discrimination while women in those
communities also experienced high levels of
gender-based violence.

BACKGROUND

The ruling party nominated President Sassou
Nguesso to stand again in the 2021
presidential elections. He had served as
President since 1997 and, prior to that,
between 1979 and 1992.

On 30 March, the government declared a
state of emergency which established
measures to respond to the COVID-19
pandemic including curfews, border closures
and mandatory wearing of face masks. At the
end of the year, curfews remained in place in
the capital, Brazzaville, and in Pointe-Noire
between 11pm and 5am and 8pm and 5am
during working days and weekends,
respectively. The decline in oil revenue
during the pandemic led the authorities to
ask the International Monetary Fund (IMF)
for urgent economic aid despite their having
failed to implement the conditions to secure
an IMF loan of over US$400 million in 2019.
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ARBITRARY DETENTION

Political opponents, human rights defenders
and activists faced intimidation, harassment
and arbitrary detention.

In March, Hallel Bouesse, a member of
Ras-le-bol, a pro-democracy movement, was
arrested at Maya-Maya International Airport
in Brazzaville, as he was about to board a
flight to Senegal to participate in a training
event. After being questioned by airport
security officers about the reasons for his trip,
he was taken to the General Directorate of
Territorial Surveillance where he was again
questioned about his trip, his links with Ras-
le-Bol and the Congolese Human Rights
Observatory. He was released without charge
the same day. His passport was confiscated
for two days.

In June, the Prosecutor appealed against
the Brazzaville High Court’s decision in
March to provisionally release Parfait Mabiala
Hojeij, Franck Donald Saboukoulou, Guil
Ossebi Miangué and Rolf Meldry
Dissavouloud, all supporters of Incarner
I'Espoir, an opposition movement whose
leader announced in June 2019 that he
would run in the 2021 elections. According to
Article 171 of the Criminal Procedure Code,
the Prosecutor’s appeal was out of time — the
law stipulates that appeals must be made
within 24 hours of a ruling. The four were
arrested between November and December
2019 and charged with breaching state
security. They remained in arbitrary detention
in Brazzaville until the 4 December decision
by the Brazzaville Court of Appeal which
declared the Prosecutor’s appeal
inadmissible and freed the four detainees
pending trial.

In July, Jean-Marie Michel Mokoko, aged
73, was evacuated to Turkey for one month
for medical treatment after his health
deteriorated in Brazzaville prison. He had
been detained since June 2016 after
standing as a presidential candidate in the
same year. He was sentenced to 20 years’
imprisonment in 2018 after being convicted
of an “attack on internal state security, and
illegal possession of weapons of war and
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