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HUMAN RIGHTS WATCH

A New Model for Global Leadership on Human Rights

By Tirana Hassan, Acting Executive Director

The obvious conclusion to draw from the litany of human rights crises in 2022—
from Russian President Vladimir Putin’s deliberate attacks on civilians in Ukraine
and Xi Jinping’s open-air prison for the Uyghurs in China to the Taliban’s putting
millions of Afghans at risk of starvation —is that unchecked authoritarian power
leaves behind a sea of human suffering. But 2022 also revealed a fundamental
shift in power in the world that opens the way for all concerned governments to
push back against these abuses by protecting and strengthening the global
human rights system, especially when the actions of the major powers fall short
or are problematic.

We have witnessed world leaders cynically trading away human rights obliga-
tions and accountability for human rights abusers in exchange for seeming
short-term political wins. US presidential candidate Joe Biden’s principled
pledge to make Saudi Arabia a “pariah state” over its human rights record was
eviscerated once he was in office and facing high gas prices by his bro-like fist
bump with Saudi Arabia’s Mohammed Bin Salman. And the Biden administra-
tion, despite its rhetoric about prioritizing democracy and human rights in Asia,
has tempered criticism of abuses and increasing authoritarianism in India, Thai-
land, the Philippines, and elsewhere in the region for security and economic rea-
sons, instead of recognizing that all are linked.

Of course, these kinds of double standards are not solely the purview of global
superpowers. Pakistan has supported the United Nations high commissioner for
human rights’ monitoring of abuses in Muslim-majority Kashmir, but owing to its
close relationship with China, has turned its back on possible crimes against hu-
manity against Uyghur and other Turkic Muslims in Xinjiang. Pakistan’s hypocrisy
is especially glaring given its coordinator role of the 57-member Organisation of
Islamic Cooperation.

Human rights crises do not arise from nowhere. Governments that fail to live up
to their legal obligations to protect human rights at home sow the seeds of dis-
content, instability, and ultimately crisis. Left unchecked, the egregious actions
of abusive governments escalate, cementing the belief that corruption, censor-
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ship, impunity, and violence are the most effective tools to achieve their aims.
Ignoring human rights violations carries a heavy cost, and the ripple effects
should not be underestimated.

But in a world of shifting power, we also found opportunity in preparing our 2023
World Report, which examines the state of human rights in nearly 100 countries.
Each issue needs to be understood and addressed on its own merits, and each
requires leadership. Any state that recognizes the power that comes from work-
ing in concert with others to affect human rights change can provide that leader-
ship. There is more space, not less, for governments to stand up and adopt
rights-respecting plans of action.

New coalitions and new voices of leadership have emerged that can shape and
further this trend. Finland, Norway, and Sweden have taken a principled ap-
proach to holding Saudi Arabia accountable for war crimes in Yemen. South
Africa, Namibia, and Indonesia have paved the way for more governments to rec-
ognize that Israeli authorities are committing the crime against humanity of
apartheid against Palestinians.

Pacific Island nations as a bloc have demanded more ambitious emissions re-
ductions from those countries that are polluting the most, while Vanuatu leads
an effort to put the adverse effects of climate change before the International
Court of Justice for their own sake—and ours.

And while the US Supreme Court struck down 50 years of federal protection for
reproductive rights, the “green wave” of abortion-rights expansions in Latin
America—notably Argentina, Colombia, and Mexico—offers a compelling coun-
ternarrative.

This is the overarching lesson of our ever-more disrupted world: we need to
reimagine how power in the world is exercised, and that all governments not
only have the opportunity but the responsibility to take action to protect human
rights within and beyond their borders.

Ukraine: Beacon and Rebuke

Vladimir Putin’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine in February and ensuing atrocities
quickly rose to the top of the world’s human rights agenda in 2022. After Ukrain-
ian troops forced the Russian military’s withdrawal from Bucha, north of the cap-

ital, Kyiv, the UN found that at least 70 civilians had been the victims of unlawful
killings, including summary executions, which are war crimes. This pattern of
Russian atrocity has been repeated countless times.

At the Drama Theater in Mariupol, hundreds of displaced residents took refuge,
painting the Russian word “DETI” (children) on the ground outside in letters so
large they could be seen in satellite imagery. This alert was meant to protect the
civilians, including many children, sheltering inside. Instead, it seemed only to
serve as an inducement for Russian forces whose bombs destroyed the building
and killed at least a dozen, and likely more, of its occupants. Inflicting civilian
suffering, such as the repeated strikes on the energy infrastructure that Ukraini-
ans depend on for electricity, water, and heat, seems to be a central part of the
Kremlin’s strategy.

Putin’s brazenness has been made possible largely because of his longstanding
free hand to operate with impunity. The loss of civilian life in Ukraine comes as
no surprise to Syrians who suffered grave abuses from airstrikes following Rus-
sia’s intervention to support Syrian forces under Bashar al-Assad in 2015. Putin
tapped prominent military commanders from that campaign to lead the war ef-
fort in Ukraine, with predictable—and devastating—consequences for Ukrainian
civilians. Russia has accompanied its brutal military actions in Ukraine with a
crackdown on human rights and anti-war activists in Russia, throttling dissent
and any criticism of Putin’s rule.

But one positive outcome of Russia’s actions has been to activate the full global
human rights system created to deal with crises like this. The UN Human Rights
Council promptly opened an investigation to document and preserve evidence of
human rights violations in the war, and later created a special rapporteur to
monitor the human rights situation inside Russia. The UN General Assembly four
times condemned—mostly by wide margins—both Russia’s invasion and its
human rights violations. The General Assembly also suspended Russia from the
UN Human Rights Council, blunting its spoiler capacity on Ukraine and other se-
rious human rights crises on the council’s docket.

European countries welcomed millions of Ukrainian refugees, a commendable
response that also exposed the double standards of most European Union mem-
ber countries in their ongoing treatment of countless Syrians, Afghans, Palestini-
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ans, Somalis, and others seeking asylum. The prosecutor of the International
Criminal Court (ICC) in The Hague opened a Ukraine investigation following a re-
ferral of the situation by an unprecedented number of the court’s member coun-
tries. Governments have also mobilized to weaken Putin’s global influence and
military power, with the European Union, the United States, the United Kingdom,
Canada, and others imposing targeted international sanctions against Russian
individuals, companies, and other entities.

This extraordinary response showed what is possible for accountability, for
refugee protection, and for safeguarding the human rights of some of the world’s
most vulnerable people. At the same time, the attacks on civilians and horren-
dous abuses in Ukraine should be a reminder that this consolidated support,
critical as it is, should not be confused with a quick fix.

Rather, governments should reflect on where the situation would be if the inter-
national community had made a concerted effort to hold Putin to account much
earlier—in 2014, at the onset of the war in eastern Ukraine; in 2015, for abuses in
Syria; or for the escalating human rights crackdown within Russia over the last
decade. The challenge going forward is for governments to replicate the best of
the international response in Ukraine and scale up the political will to address
other crises around the world until there is meaningful human rights improve-
ment.

Achieving Accountability in Ethiopia

The armed conflict in northern Ethiopia has received only a tiny fraction of the
global attention focused on Ukraine, despite two years of atrocities, including a
number of massacres, by the warring parties.

In 2020, tensions between Ethiopia’s federal government and Tigray’s regional
authorities, the Tigray People’s Liberation Front (TPLF), boiled over into conflict
in the Tigray region, with Amhara regional forces and Eritrea’s military supporting
the Ethiopian armed forces. The government has heavily restricted access to con-
flict-affected areas for independent rights investigators and journalists ever
since, making scrutiny of abuses as they unfold difficult, even as the conflict
spread to the neighboring Amhara and Afar regions.

Governments and the UN have condemned the summary killings, widespread
sexual violence, and pillage, but have done little else. An ethnic cleansing cam-
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paign against the Tigrayan population in Western Tigray resulted in many deaths,
sexual violence, mass detention, and the forced displacement of thousands. The
government’s effective siege of the Tigray region continued through 2022, deny-
ing the civilian population access to food, medicine, and life-saving humanitar-
ian aid, as well as electricity, banking, and communication, in violation of
international law.

The three elected African members of the UN Security Council—Gabon, Ghana,
and Kenya—as well as Russia and China, have blocked even placing Ethiopia on
its formal agenda for discussion, despite the council’s mandate to maintain and
restore international peace and security.

Governments have also hesitated to adopt targeted sanctions against Ethiopian
entities and individuals responsible for abuses. International scrutiny has in-
stead rested with the UN Human Rights Council, which narrowly renewed the
mandate of the mechanism it created in December 2021 to investigate and pre-
serve evidence of grave abuses and identify those responsible. However,
Ethiopian federal authorities continue to block its work fiercely.

A 10-day African Union-led peace process culminated in November in a truce be-
tween the Ethiopian federal government and Tigrayan authorities, which offers
an opportunity for outside states to play a leadership role in supporting solu-
tions that can break deadly cycles of violence and impunity. With pathways for
domestic accountability elusive, international monitoring of the agreement is
needed, along with credible efforts to hold accountable those responsible for
wartime abuses.

The agreement’s key backers and observers, including the AU, UN, and US,
should signal and maintain pressure to ensure that independent investigative
organizations can access conflict areas, and document and preserve evidence.
Accountability for these crimes needs to remain a priority so victims and their
families can obtain a measure of justice and reparations.

A Brighter Spotlight on Beijing

Chinese President Xi Jinping secured a precedent-breaking third term as head of
the Chinese Communist Party in October, setting himself up as a “leader for
life,” and all but ensuring the Chinese government’s unrelenting hostility to
human rights protections will continue. Xi has surrounded himself with loyalists
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and doubled down on building a security state, deepening rights violations
across the country.

In the Xinjiang region, Beijing’s mass detention of an estimated one million
Uyghurs and other Turkic Muslims—who are subject to torture, political indoctri-
nation, and forced labor—and severe restrictions on rights to religion, expres-
sion, and culture for the general population, stand out for their gravity, scale,
and cruelty. The UN found that violations in Xinjiang could amount to crimes
against humanity, echoing the findings of Human Rights Watch and other human
rights groups.

The rigorous report of the then-UN high commissioner for human rights, Michelle
Bachelet, based on years of investigation and the Chinese government’s internal
documents, laws, policies, data, and policy statements, created a critical com-
mon reference point from which governments should act. That the report was re-
leased only in the final minutes of Bachelet’s term is indicative of Beijing’s
intense pressure to bury it.

The report sparked notable diplomatic mobilization. A resolution to open a de-
bate about the report was introduced in the Human Rights Council and fell short
by only two votes. The result reflected Beijing’s pressure on governments like In-
donesia—which said we “must not close our eyes” to the plight of Uyghurs and
then voted “no”—as well as its influence on the actions of those states that ab-
stained, including Argentina, India, Mexico, and Brazil. But the “yes” votes of
Somalia, Honduras, and Paraguay, and the co-sponsorship support of Turkey
and Albania, together with 24 mostly Western countries, show the potential in
cross-regional alliances and fresh coalitions to come together to challenge the
Chinese government’s expectation of impunity.

The collective spotlight on the dismal human rights situation in Xinjiang has put
Beijing on the defensive, and the Chinese government is working hard to explain
away its heinous behavior. The outcome in Geneva heightens the responsibility
of the UN leadership to throw its full political weight behind the report and to
continue to monitor, document, and report on the situation in Xinjiang, and
more broadly in China. Anything less would be an abdication of the human rights
pillar of the UN system’s responsibility to protect Turkic Muslims in Xinjiang.

Meanwhile, as discomfort around the Chinese government’s repressive ambi-
tions has grown, governments, including those of Australia, Japan, Canada, the
UK, EU, and US have looked to cultivate trade and security alliances with India,
taking cover behind its brand as the “world’s largest democracy.” But Prime Min-
ister Narendra Modi’s Hindu-nationalist Bharatiya Janata Party has mimicked
many of the same abuses that have enabled Chinese state repression—system-
atic discrimination against religious minorities, stifling of peaceful dissent, and
use of technology to suppress free expression—to tighten its grip on power.

The seemingly careless trade-off on human rights that world leaders make, justi-
fied as the cost of doing business, ignores the longer-term implications of their
compromises. Deepening ties with the Modi government while avoiding its trou-
bling rights record squanders valuable leverage to protect the precious, but in-
creasingly endangered, civic space on which India’s democracy relies.

Respect for Rights as a Prescription for Stability

Autocrats benefit from the illusion they project as being indispensable to main-
taining stability, which in turn seemingly justifies their oppression and wide-
spread human-rights violations committed toward achieving that end.

But this “stability,” driven by the endless quest for power and control, infects
and erodes every pillar needed for a functional society based on the rule of law.
The result is frequently massive corruption, a broken economy, and a hopelessly
partisan judiciary. Vital civic space is dismantled, with activists and independent
journalists in jail, in hiding, or fearing retaliation.

The months-long protests in Iran in 2022 underline the grave risks for autocra-
cies of imagining that repression is a shortcut to stability. Protests erupted
across the country in response to the death of the 22-year-old Kurdish-Iranian
woman Mahsa (Jina) Amini in September, following her arrest by “morality po-
lice” for wearing an “improper hijab.” But protest against the mandatory use of
the hijab is just the most visible symbol of repression. The new generation of
protesters across the country echoes the frustrations of generations past: people
tired of living without fundamental rights, and of being ruled by those who cal-
lously disregard the welfare of their people.
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The demand for equality triggered by women and schoolgirls has morphed into a
nationwide movement by the Iranian people against a government that has sys-
tematically denied them their rights, mismanaged the economy, and driven peo-
ple into poverty. Iranian authorities have ruthlessly cracked down on what
became widespread anti-government protests with excessive and lethal force,
followed by sham trials and death sentences for those who dare challenge the
government’s authority. Hints that authorities may disband the morality police
fall well short of the demand to abolish the discriminatory compulsory hijab
laws, and even further from the fundamental structural reforms the protesters
are demanding to make the government more accountable.

The link between impunity for abuses and mismanaged governance can be seen
elsewhere. Shortages in fuel, food, and other essentials, including medicine,
sparked massive protests in Sri Lanka, forcing Prime Minister Mahinda Ra-
japaksa, and then his brother, President Gotabaya Rajapaksa, to resign. Unfortu-
nately, the man who parliament chose to replace them, Ranil Wickremasinghe,
has walked away from commitments to justice and accountability for egregious
violations committed during the country’s 26-year civil war, which ended in
2009. President Wickremasinghe, instead of focusing on the economic crisis and
ensuring social justice, cracked down on protests, even using the notorious Pre-
vention of Terrorism Act to detain student activists.

Cracks have also emerged in the foundations of seemingly impenetrable coun-
tries. In November, mounting frustration over Beijing’s strict lockdown measures
as part of its “zero Covid” strategy spilled over into the streets, with protesters in
cities across the country denouncing the Communist Party’s draconian measures
and, in some cases, Xi’s rule. These remarkable shows of defiance, led mostly by
young people and young women, demonstrate that desires for human rights can-
not be erased despite the enormous resources the Chinese government has de-
voted to repressing them.

Itis easy to celebrate the protesters who take the fight for human rights to the
streets. But we cannot expect the protesters to diagnose the problems—which
they do at great risk to themselves and their families—and to hold those respon-
sible for the deprivations they have suffered to account by themselves. Rights-
respecting governments need to lend their political stamina and attention to
ensure that needed human rights change comes to fruition. Governments should
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live up to their global human rights responsibilities, not just ponder and posture
about them.

Consider Sudan, whose people’s revolution of 2018-19 challenged the abusive
power structure that repressed the country for decades. The two-year joint civil-
ian-military transition that led the country was sabotaged by a military coup in
late 2021, putting Sudanese autocrats and military commanders implicated in
serious abuses—some of whom are once again committing abuses—in charge of
the country’s future.

But Sudanese grassroots Resistance Committees—pro-democracy civilian groups
created out of the 2018 revolution—persist, despite deadly crackdowns. These
groups insist on a civilian-only transition and want those responsible for abuses
to be held to account. In December, political actors reached a preliminary agree-
ment with the military coup leaders, postponing discussions on justice and se-
curity sector reforms to a later stage, but protesters and victims’ groups have
rejected the deal.

If Sudan is to move toward a more rights-respecting future, the demands of
these groups, including calls for justice and an end to impunity for those in com-
mand, should be a priority of the US, UN, EU, and regional partners in engaging
with Sudan’s military leadership. Those who staged a coup to obtain power will
not give it up without deterrents or financial costs.

Similarly, centering the demands of the millions of people pressing for human
rights and democratic civilian rule in Myanmar remains critical to addressing the
ongoing crisis. In February 2021, Myanmar’s military staged a coup and has bru-
tally suppressed widespread opposition ever since. For two years, the military
junta has carried out systematic abuses, including extrajudicial killings, torture,
and sexual violence, that amount to crimes against humanity and war crimes.

The Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) produced a “Five Point Con-
sensus”—negotiated between the bloc and Myanmar’s junta—to address the cri-
sis in the country. It has failed, with several ASEAN countries, including
Malaysia, Indonesia, and Singapore acknowledging the junta’s refusal to com-
ply. Since the coup, ASEAN has barred Myanmar junta representatives from the
bloc’s high-level meetings. Beyond that, ASEAN has imposed minimal pressure
on Myanmar, while other powerful governments, including those of the US and
UK, hide behind regional deference to justify their own limited action.
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To achieve a different result, ASEAN needs to adopt a different approach. In Sep-
tember, Malaysia’s then-Foreign Minister Saifuddin Abdullah was the first ASEAN
official to meet openly with representatives of Myanmar’s opposition National
Unity Government, formed by elected lawmakers, ethnic minority representa-
tives, and civil society activists after the coup. The bloc should follow suit and
extend its engagement to representatives of civil society.

ASEAN should also intensify pressure on Myanmar by aligning with international
efforts to cut off the junta’s foreign currency revenue and weapons purchases,
which would in turn weaken Myanmar’s military. As ASEAN chairin 2023, In-
donesia should lead a review of the junta’s human rights record and failure to
comply with the Five-Point Consensus and consider suspending Myanmar to up-
hold the bloc’s commitment to a “people-oriented, people-centered ASEAN.”

Human Rights Can Define—and Design—the Path Ahead

Another year of shrinking real and virtual civic space around the world brings the
recognition that attacks on the human rights system are due in part to its effec-
tiveness—because by exposing the abuses and elevating the voices of survivors
and those at risk, the human rights movement makes it harder for abusive gov-
ernments to succeed.

In 2022, six weeks into the full-scale invasion of Ukraine, Russian authorities
summarily shuttered the Human Rights Watch office in Moscow after 30 years of
continuous operation, together with those of more than a dozen foreign non-
governmental organizations. The closures followed a decade of repressive laws
and measures that the Russian government adopted to decimate civil society
and force hundreds of activists, journalists, human rights lawyers, and other crit-
ics into exile. The Kremlin has gone to such great lengths to extinguish dissent
because dissent threatens it. And therein lies a fundamental truth: those who
work assiduously to repress human rights show their weakness, not their
strength.

Time and again, human rights prove to be a powerful lens through which to view
the most existential threats we face, like climate change. From Pakistan to Nige-
ria to Australia, every corner of the world faces a nearly nonstop cycle of cata-
strophic weather events that will intensify because of climate change, alongside
slow onset changes like sea-level rise. In simple terms, we are seeing the cost of
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government inaction, a continued assault by big polluters, and the toll on com-
munities, with those already marginalized paying the highest price.

The unbreakable link between people and nature has been recognized by the UN
General Assembly, which last year confirmed the universality of the human right
to a clean, healthy, and sustainable environment. With the destructive effects of
climate change intensifying around the world, there is a legal and moral impera-
tive for government officials to regulate the industries whose business models
are incompatible with protecting basic rights.

To stave off the worst effects of climate change and confront the human rights
toll at all stages of their operations, governments need to urgently work to imple-
ment a just transition to phase out fossil fuels and prevent agribusiness from
continuing to raze the world’s forests. At the same time, governments should act
with urgency in upholding human rights in their responses to climate extremes
and slow-onset changes that are already inevitable, protecting those popula-
tions most at risk, including Indigenous peoples, women, children, older people,
people with disabilities, and people living in poverty.

Many of these communities are also leading the charge to protect their ways of
life and their homes against coal, oil, and gas operations that pollute the water
they rely on to cook, clean, and drink, and result in the rising of the seas that en-
gulf the lands where they live. Centering frontline communities and environmen-
tal defenders is one of the most powerful ways to push back against corporate
and government activities that harm the environment and protect critical ecosys-
tems needed to address the climate crisis.

Indigenous forest defenders are critical to the protection of the Brazilian Ama-
zon, an ecosystem vital for slowing climate change by storing carbon. Rather
than supporting them, the administration of then-President Jair Bolsonaro en-
abled illegal deforestation and weakened Indigenous rights protections. The
spectacular environmental destruction during his four-year term went hand-in-
hand with serious rights violations, including violence and intimidation against
those who tried to stop it.

Brazil’s newly elected president, Luiz Inacio Lula da Silva, has pledged to reduce
Amazon deforestation to zero and defend Indigenous rights. During his previous
two terms from 2003 to 2010, deforestation dropped dramatically, but his ad-

ministration also promoted dams and other infrastructure projects with high en-
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vironmental and social impacts in the Amazon. President Lula’s ability to deliver
on his climate and human rights commitments are critical for Brazil and the
world.

A New International Embrace of Human Rights

The magnitude, scale, and frequency of human rights crises across the globe
show the urgency of a new framing and new model for action. Viewing our great-
est challenges and threats to the modern world through a human rights lens re-
veals not only the root causes of disruption but also offers guidance to address
them.

Every government has the obligation to protect and promote respect for human
rights. After years of piecemeal and often half-hearted efforts on behalf of civil-
ians under threat in places including Yemen, Afghanistan, and South Sudan, the
world’s mobilization around Ukraine reminds us of the extraordinary potential
when governments realize their human rights responsibilities on a global scale.
All governments should bring the same spirit of solidarity to the multitude of
human rights crises around the globe, and not just when it suits their interests.
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Afghanistan

The Taliban, which took power in August 2021, continued to impose numerous
rules and policies violating a wide range of fundamental rights of women and
girls, including freedom of movement, right to work and a livelihood, and access
to education and health care. Authorities also repressed or threatened the
media and critics of Taliban rule, forced the closure of civil society organizations,
and dismantled government offices meant to promote or uphold human rights.

Taliban security forces throughout the year carried out arbitrary detentions, tor-
ture, and summary executions of former security officers and perceived enemies,
including security personnel in the former government or alleged members or
supporters of the armed group Islamic State of Khorasan Province (the Afghan af-
filiate of the Islamic State, known as ISKP). ISKP carried out attacks on schools
and mosques, mostly targeting ethnic Hazara Shia Muslims. Afghanistan’s crimi-
nal code makes same-sex conduct a criminal offense, and the Taliban have
echoed the previous government’s support for the criminalization of same-sex
relations, with some of their leaders vowing to take a hard line against the rights
of leshian, gay, bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) people.

A deepening economic crisis continued in 2022, underpinned by several factors,
including massive cutoffs in donor assistance in 2021 and corresponding cuts to
wages of essential workers; a massive liquidity crisis; spiking prices for essen-
tial goods like food; and restrictions by outside governments impacting the
banking sector. Millions of children continued to face acute malnutrition. More
than 9o percent of Afghans were food insecure throughout the year. Women and
girls were particularly hard hit by the economic crisis for reasons, including Tal-
iban actions pushing many women out of paid work and blocking female aid
workers from being able to do their jobs.

Women'’s and Girls’ Rights

Since taking power, the Taliban have imposed a long and growing list of rules
and policies that comprehensively prevent women and girls from exercising their
fundamental rights, including to expression, movement, work, and education af-
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fecting virtually all their rights, including to life, livelihood, shelter, health care,
food, and water.

In March 2022, the Taliban announced that women and girls would continue to
be barred from secondary education, a decision that drew widespread criticism
and statements of concern from around the world, including from the entire
membership of the United Nations Security Council, the Organisation of Islamic
Cooperation, and almost all members of the G7 and G2o.

The Taliban’s leadership, which is entirely comprised of men, has not permitted
women to participate in governance at any level or hold any senior positions in
the civil service, including as judges. Authorities announced and frequently en-
forced rules prohibiting women from traveling or leaving their homes, including
to go to the workplace without a male family member accompanying them—an
impossible requirement for almost all families—and barred women from holding
most types of jobs. Authorities also announced rules requiring women’s faces be
covered in public—including women TV newscasters—and stipulated that male
family members will be punished when a women violate rules regarding move-
ment and dress.

Taliban forces in several instances used excessive force to disperse women en-
gaged in public protests against Taliban policies or rules, arbitrarily detained
some protesters and their family members, and allegedly subjected some to tor-
ture or beatings.

Economic and Humanitarian Crises

Afghanistan’s humanitarian crisis worsened in 2022, largely because of the
country’s enduring economic collapse in the wake of the Taliban takeover. Over
90 percent of the population remained food insecure through the year, including
tens of millions forced to skip meals daily or endure whole days without eating.
Persistent malnutrition has caused increased starvation deaths and longer-term
health problems in children.

Multiple causes underpin the economic crisis. In 2022, most donor countries
maintained cutoffs to income assistance and wages for essential workers provid-
ing health care, education, and other vital services. Resulting widespread wage
losses coincided with increasing prices of food, fuel, and other essential goods.
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Agricultural output also decreased during 2022 due to a major drought and lack
of affordable access to fertilizer, fuel, and other agricultural inputs.

US restrictions on the Central Bank of Afghanistan, also known as Da
Afghanistan Bank (DAB), have continued to prevent the bank from carrying out
essential central banking services, essentially keeping the entire economy in a
state of collapse. DAB’s incapacities have caused a massive and enduring liquid-
ity crisis, as well as shortages of banknotes in both US dollars and Afghan cur-
rency, severely restricting legitimate financial activities by businesses,
humanitarian agencies, and ordinary Afghans.

Women and girls are disproportionately affected by the crisis and face greater
obstacles to obtaining food, health care, and financial resources. Taliban poli-
cies barring women from most paid jobs made the situation worse, especially for
households in which women were the sole or main wage earners. Where the Tal-
iban has allowed women to work, doing so was rendered almost impossible by
oppressive requirements such as having a male family member escort women to
work and even remain there throughout the workday.

World Food Program surveys revealed that for most of 2022, nearly 100 percent
of female-headed households lacked adequate food and almost all are taking
“drastic measures” to obtain it, including selling vital household items, sending
children to work, or marrying off young girls for dowry.

On September 14, 2022, the US government announced the creation of “The
Afghan Fund,” a Swiss-based financial mechanism intended to act as a trustee
for Afghanistan’s foreign currency reserves and conduct limited transactions and
other activities in the place of DAB. However, several essential central banking
services can still only be carried out by DAB, and economic impacts will continue
until the US reaches an agreement with Taliban authorities about DAB’s status.
Serious concerns remained about the Afghan Fund’s viability as a longer-term
approach to address Afghanistan’s economic problems, and the delay in taking
steps to stabilize the collapsed economy came at a steep human cost.
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Extrajudicial Killings, Enforced Disappearances, Torture,
and War Crimes

Taliban forces have carried out revenge killings and enforced disappearances of
former government officials and security force personnel. They have also sum-
marily executed people they claim are members of the Islamic State of Khorasan
Province (ISKP). The United Nations Assistance Mission in Afghanistan (UNAMA)
issued a report in August 2022 detailing numerous cases of killings or disap-
pearances committed by Taliban forces since August 2021. It is not always possi-
ble to discern those killed were former government personnel or alleged ISKP.

In numerous cases over the year, Taliban forces conducted military operations
and night raids targeting residents they accuse of harboring or providing support
for ISKP members. During many operations, soldiers assaulted civilians and de-
tained people without due process. Detainees were forcibly disappeared or
killed, in some cases by beheading. In some provinces, Taliban authorities
dumped bodies in public areas or hung bodies on streets or intersections as
warnings.

In late 2021 and into 2022, residents in Nangarhar exhumed a mass grave in a
canal that contained at least 45 bodies in various stages of decomposition,
many with signs of torture or brutal executions: some had missing limbs, ropes
around their necks, or had been beheaded.

In Panjshir province, the Taliban carried out search operations targeting commu-
nities they alleged were supporting the armed opposition group National Resist-
ance Front (NRF), detaining and torturing local residents. Authorities also
imposed collective punishment and disregarded protections to which detainees
are entitled.

Attacks by Islamic State of Khorasan Province (ISKP)

The ISKP claimed responsibility for numerous bombings and armed attacks
against Hazaras in 2022, which killed and injured at least 700 people. On April
19, ISKP claimed responsibility for a suicide bombing at a high school in Dasht-e
Barchi, west Kabul, a predominantly Hazara and Shia area, which killed or in-
jured 20 students, teachers, and staff.
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ISKP also claimed responsibility for an attack two days later at Seh Dokan
Mosque in Mazar e Sharif that killed 31 people and wounded 87 others. On April
27, unidentified gunmen killed five Hazara men on their way to the Dare-Suf coal
mine in Samangan. On September 30, an attack on an educational center in west
Kabul, again a Hazara dominated area, killed 53 and injured 100 students,
mostly women and girls.

The Taliban’s failure to provide security to at-risk populations and medical and
other assistance to survivors and affected families exacerbated the harm caused
by the attacks.

Beyond theirimmediate devastation, the attacks exacted a severe long-term toll,
depriving survivors and families of victims of breadwinners, often imposing se-
vere medical burdens, and restricting their access to daily life.

Freedom of Media, Speech

Taliban authorities carried out extensive censorship and violence against Afghan
media in Kabul and provinces. Hundreds of media outlets were shut down and
an estimated 8o percent of women journalists across Afghanistan lost their jobs
or left the profession since the Taliban takeover in August 2021.

The Taliban’s Directorate of Intelligence engaged in a pattern of threats, intimi-
dation, and violence against members of the media, and were responsible for
targeted killings of journalists. Authorities also banned outlets in Afghanistan
from broadcasting international news programs, including Voice of America and
the BBC, in Dari, Pashto, and Uzbek languages. Journalists covering women’s
rights protests faced particular abuse. The Taliban also shut down websites of
two media outlets.

Access to information has become very limited in Afghanistan and in many
provinces, The Taliban ordered journalists to not report on a wide range of is-
sues. Several journalists were beaten for trying to report on anti-Taliban protests,
arbitrary detention, rising food prices, and other subjects the Taliban authorities
deem too critical.

On June 7, the General Directorate of Intelligence (GDI) released a video of
Afghan blogger Ajmal Hagigi—well-known on YouTube—with bruises on his face
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and ostensibly under duress, apologizing for encouraging “prostitution” online
and “insulting verses of the Quran.”

On May 24, Taliban authorities detained Mirza Hassani, director of Radio Sedai
Aftab, at a checkpoint in Herat city, accusing him of supporting opposition
groups. On May 10, GDI officials detained Khan Mohamad Sayal, a TV journalist
in Urzugan, without explanation.

The Taliban have used various measures to silence media in Afghanistan, rang-
ing from establishing restrictive guidelines to sending intelligence officials to
meet with media staff and forcing media workers to confess to crimes.

The Taliban’s media restrictions have been particularly devastating for women
journalists, who typically have had to work harder than their male counterparts
to establish their careers in media in the face of sexism and security risks.

Key International Actors

The United Nations Security Council passed a resolution in March 2022 extend-
ing the United Nations Assistance Mission for Afghanistan (UNAMA) and its man-
date to report on human rights conditions. The UN Human Rights Council in
Geneva renewed and strengthened the mandate of the UN special rapporteur on
Afghanistan in October.

The Security Council held numerous debates on Afghanistan and extended sev-
eral sanctions and removed exemptions that had been granted to some Taliban
officials who are under travel bans.

Key donors, including the United States, European Union, United Kingdom, and
Japan continued to maintain restrictions on donor assistance and took inade-
quate steps to ensure that legitimate banking transactions involving Afghanistan
are not restricted by UN or bilateral sanctions on Taliban officials. Like-minded
governments with concerns about Taliban human rights abuses—including those
that have committed to having a feminist foreign policy—failed to adopt a com-
mon and sustained multilateral position and strategy for pressuring the Taliban
to change its conduct.

The prosecutor of the International Criminal Court (ICC) continued to request per-
mission from the court’s judges to resume an investigation into war crimes and
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crimes against humanity, following a 2020 request from the former Afghan gov-
ernment to defer to their own investigations. As the ICC is a court of last resort,
the ICC prosecutor can only override a deferral request of this kind by petitioning
the judges. In an August 2022 submission, the prosecutor argued that the Tal-
iban, which now controls the country, “are not continuing, cannot continue and
will not continue” relevant national justice efforts.
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Algeria

Algerian authorities continued their crackdown on dissent despite a lull in anti-
government protests through restrictions on freedoms of expression, associa-
tion, assembly, and movement. Activists, human rights defenders, journalists,
and lawyers have been prosecuted for their peaceful activism, opinions, orin
connection to their professions. Around 250 individuals were being held in
prison for their participation in peaceful protest, activism, or expression as of
October, of which one-third were in pre-trial detention, according to national
rights groups.

Authorities have increasingly used charges related to terrorism, after expanding
an already overly broad definition of the crime in June 2021, to prosecute human
rights defenders, activists, and other critics. They have also taken legal action to
dissolve or else restrict the activities of civil society organizations and opposi-
tion political parties.

Political Rights and Freedom of Expression

On February 19, Faleh Hammoudi, head of the Tlemcen office of the Algerian
League for the Defense of Human Rights (LADDH), was arrested. He was sen-
tenced to three years in prison for “offending public bodies,” “spreading fake
news” that might harm public safety, and “running an unregistered association,”
according to the National Committee for the Liberation of Detainees (CNLD).
Hammoudi was provisionally released on March 30. Upon appeal, he was sen-
tenced on May 15 to a one-year suspended prison term.

Authorities are prosecuting eight members of LADDH for their activism or expres-
sion, including four—Kaddour Chouicha, Djamila Loukil, Said Bouddour, and
Hassan Bouras —on unsubstantiated terrorism-related charges. Bouras has been
in pretrial detention since September 12, 2021.

Zaki Hannache, a human rights defender known for his activism in the Hirak pro-
reform movement and for his monitoring of arrests and trials of other activists,
was arrested on January 18. As of November, Hannache was under investigation
for unsubstantiated charges of “apology for terrorism,” “spreading false news,”
“obtaining funds in order to undermine national unity,” and “undermining the
security of the state.” He was granted provisional release on March 3o0.
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On April 24, Hakim Debbazi, a Hirak activist, died in custody in unclear circum-
stances. Debbazi was arrested on February 20 and held in pretrial detention in
connection to a Facebook post related to the Hirak protest movement. He was
charged with “inciting an unarmed gathering,” “offending public officials” and
“publishing content that might “harm the national interest.” His family filed a
legal suit against the Algerian state for manslaughter after his death. Algerian
authorities said Debbazi died of natural causes, citing a government autopsy re-
port.

Two lawyers, Abdelkadir Chohra and Yacine Khlifi, have been imprisoned for de-
nouncing Debbazi’s suspicious death in custody. Authorities arrested Chohra on
May 14 and Khlifi on May 30 in connection to a video published on Facebook
about the activist’s death and detention conditions in Algerian prisons. Both
lawyers were charged with “spreading fake news” among others. On August 15,
they were sentenced to six-month suspended prison terms and released, accord-
ing to the CNLD.

In an effort to crush dissenting voices, authorities also targeted activists and
critics in Algeria’s diaspora. Between January and April, they imposed arbitrary
travel bans on at least three Algerian-Canadian activists. The dual nationals were
blocked for months from leaving Algeria.

On March 24, Mohamed Benhalima, a former military officer and activist who
fled to Spain in 2019 fearing reprisals for his participation in the Hirak move-
ment, was deported to Algeria. Spain twice rejected Benhalima’s asylum appli-
cation despite the UN Refugee Agency’s opinion that he faced a credible risk of
torture and that Algeria’s criminalization of peaceful opposition was recognized
internationally.

In May, Benhalima was notified that he had been sentenced to death in absentia
by a military court. Prosecuted in dozens of cases on terrorism-related charges
and espionage among others, Benhalima was jailed and tried for his videos
posted on social media related to alleged state corruption. On June 19, he de-
clared in court that he had been subjected to torture. On September 4, he was
sentenced to a total of 12 years in prison in connection with three separate
cases, according to El Watan newspaper. In 2021, a court sentenced Benhalima
to 10 years in prison in absentia for his online publications related to the army.
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Freedom of Association and Assembly

On September 1, authorities closed the headquarters of Santé Sidi El Houari, a
group focused on preserving the cultural and historical heritage of the city of
Oran. The governor of Oran had filed a complaint against the association in May,
alleging “foreign funding without the approval of the competent authorities.”
The administrative court of Oran has not yet issued a judgment, but the authori-
ties have frozen the group’s activities.

An Algiers court dissolved Rassemblement Action Jeunesse (RA)), a prominent
civic association, on October 13, 2021, after an Interior Ministry complaint that
its activities were contrary to the objectives of Law 12-06 related to associations
and the group’s bylaws. In April, RAJ activists appealed the decision to the high-
est administrative court in Algeria. RA) has openly supported the Hirak move-
ment and authorities have since prosecuted 13 of its members, imprisoning at
least 10.

In April 2021, another association known for its support of the Hirak protest
movement, SOS Beb El Oued, was shut down by the authorities after 21 years of
activity, and its president Nacer Meghnine imprisoned for his activism.

The Algerian legal framework related to associations is restrictive and breaches
the right to freedom of association. Under law 12-06, the authorities have broad
discretion to withhold legal recognition from nongovernmental associations, re-
quiring groups to obtain a registration receipt before they can legally operate.
The law also forbids associations from receiving any foreign funding, cooperat-
ing with, or seeking membership in foreign organizations without the govern-
ment’s agreement and empowers the government to suspend an association if it
“interferes with the internal affairs of the state or violates national sovereignty.”

Women and Girls’ Rights

Algeria’s Family Code contains discriminatory provisions against women and re-

stricts women’s rights. The code allows men to divorce their spouses unilaterally
without explanation but requires women to apply to courts for a divorce on spec-
ified grounds.
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Féminicides Algérie, a civil society initiative monitoring femicides, reported that
by October, 34 women and girls were killed in 2022 by their husbands, ex-hus-
bands, neighbors, brothers, fathers, sons, or other family members.

Algeria’s laws allow men to escape punishment for violence against women. Arti-
cle 326 of the penal code, a colonial-era relic, allows a man who abducts a minor
to escape prosecution if he marries his victim. A 2015 law amended the penal
code to make assault of a spouse punishable by up to 20 years in prison and a
life sentence for injuries resulting in death. However, it contains loopholes that
allow convictions to be dropped or sentences reduced if victims pardon their
perpetrators. The law also does not set out any measures to prevent abuse or
protect survivors, such as protection orders.

There were no laws to ensure unmarried pregnant girls and adolescent mothers,
who are exposed to threats of criminal punishment, can remain in school. Corpo-
ral punishment of children is prohibited in schools but not in the home and re-
mains common.

Migrants and Refugees

During 2022, Algerian authorities continued arbitrary and collective expulsions
to Niger and Mali of migrants of multiple nationalities, including children, often
without individual screenings or due process. Migrants reported cases of vio-
lence, theft of their belongings, arbitrary detention, poor treatment in detention,
and other mistreatment by Algerian authorities during arrests, detention, and ex-
pulsions to land borders. Algerian authorities expelled at least 14,000 migrants
to Niger between January and May 2022, according to Doctors Without Borders.

The collective expulsions were carried out in inhumane conditions, and in viola-
tion of Algeria’s obligations under international and regional refugee and human
rights law. As in prior years, most expelled migrants, including some who had
suffered serious mistreatment, were abandoned in the desert at the Algeria-
Niger border.

Though a party to the African and UN refugee conventions, Algeria lacks a na-
tional asylum law and protection framework.
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Sexual Orientation and Gender Identity

Same-sex relations are punishable under Article 338 of the penal code by up to
two years in prison. Article 333 increases the penalty up to three years in prison
for public indecency if it involves “acts against nature with a member of the
same sex,” whether between men or women.

Restrictions on freedom of assembly, and association under Law 12-06 hinder
the work of lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) groups. This law
poses risks to those who want to form or become active in LGBT groups, as well
as to human rights organizations that otherwise might support such activities.

According to a 2019 analysis by the International Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Trans-
gender, and Intersex Association, laws regulating nongovernmental organiza-
tions in Algeria make it virtually impossible for organizations working on issues
of sexual orientation and gender identity to register legally.
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Angola

President Jodao Lourenco was elected for a second term in highly disputed elec-
tions held on August 24. The ruling People’s Movement for the Liberation of An-
gola (MPLA) extended its five-decade long rule but lost its two-thirds majority in
parliament. The coalition led by the National Union for the Total Independence of
Angola (UNITA), for the first time received more votes in the capital, Luanda, than
the ruling party.

Voting was largely peaceful but marred with severe restrictions on freedom of ex-
pression and assembly, and limited access to information due to government re-
pression and censorship in state media and in private media outlets controlled
by ruling party officials.

The president pledged to prioritize the creation of jobs for the youth and to re-
spect human rights, especially those of minorities and marginalized groups,
such as children and older people.

Security forces continued to use excessive force, intimidation, and arbitrary de-
tention against peaceful protesters with impunity. The press was under attack on
several occasions throughout 2022.

In July, Angola’s long-term former President José Eduardo Dos Santos died in
Barcelona, Spain, at age 79, after years of prolonged illness.

Abuses by State Security Forces

Angolan state security forces continued to be implicated in serious human rights
abuses, including excessive and unnecessary use of force against peaceful pro-
testers, as well as intimidation and arbitrary detentions of activists.

On January 10, police arbitrarily arrested, at least 17 people in Luanda, among
them peaceful taxi drivers who had gathered for an announced nationwide strike
to protest Covid-19 regulations, which limited the number of passengers allowed
on public and private transportation. The Covid-19 restrictions, according to the
taxi drivers association, negatively impacted the income and livelihoods of their
members. A police spokesman claimed that the taxi drivers had attacked an of-
fice of the ruling MPLA and set a bus on fire. Yet various taxi drivers told Human
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Rights Watch the attack on the bus and office was started by local residents, be-
fore the strike began.

On April 9 in Luanda, police arrested and charged 22 people who were peace-
fully protesting the detention of political prisoners and calling for free and fair
elections in August. Those detained included Laurinda Gouveia and her 6-
month-old baby boy. Both mother and son were kept in a crowded cell without
food or water for more than 48 hours. On April 14, a judge at the Luanda provin-
cial court ordered the release of 20 of the 22 protesters for lack of evidence link-
ing them to the crimes of rioting and disobeying an order to disperse. The other
two were sentenced for civil disobedience and ordered to pay the equivalent of
$135 in fines.

On July 31, police used batons and sticks to prevent a group of peaceful activists
from gathering to protest the detention of political prisoners in Luanda. Police
also detained at least 10 activists, who were later released at the police station.

On August 17, police arrested dozens of protesters and civil society activists who
had gathered near the Santa Ana cemetery to protest alleged election irregulari-
ties. Among those arrested was the Voice of America (VOA) correspondent Coque
Mokuta.

On August 29, Angolan rights group Friends of Angola denounced acts of police
intimidation against members of the civic movement “Mudei” (I changed). In a
letter to the Office of the Ombudsman, the Commission for Human Rights, and to
the Ministry of Justice and Human Rights, the group demanded the uncondi-
tional release of six activists, among them two women, who were arbitrarily de-
tained while trying to protest elections, in Uije province, on August 25 and 26.

On September 14, a day before the president’s inauguration, police prevented a
protest against the election results near the Santa Ana cemetery, and arbitrarily
arrested three political activists during a radio interview at the local of the
protest. Friends and family of Zola Mandela, a political activist, told Human
Rights Watch that on the same day, he was forcibly taken from his house by men
who identified themselves as police officers.
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Freedom of the Media

The press was under attack on several occasions throughout 2022. In some
cases, members of the public and security forces were implicated in cases of in-
timidation, physical and verbal attacks as well as arbitrary detention of re-
porters.

On January 10, six journalists working for news outlets TV Zimbo and TV

Palanca were assaulted by unidentified people and forced to flee to safety while
reporting on a nationwide strike by taxi drivers in Luanda. The secretary-general
of the Journalists Union, Teixeira Candido, told the Committee to Protect Journal-
ists that public media journalists in Angola are increasingly becoming the targets
of people’s anger because of the perceived bias against the government and rul-

ing party.

On February 10, a correspondent for the German outlet Deutsche Welle (DW) in
Cuanza Norte, was brutally assaulted by private security guards of a major re-
gional supermarket, while investigating a case of food poisoning. The security
guards also seized the equipment of the DW reporter and of two others working
for the local radio station Eclesia.

On August 17, the Voice of America (VOA) correspondent in Luanda, Coque
Mokuta, was arbitrarily detained by police while filming a protest. He told
Human Rights Watch that he was kept inside a car that drove around Luanda for
several hours while he was being questioned. He was later released without
charges and was allowed to take his equipment.

On August 25, DW submitted an official complaint to the Ministry of Social Com-
munications, after one of its reporters was arbitrarily arrested and questioned for
an hour by police officers in Malange, for filming proceedings at a voting station
during the August 24 elections.

Millions of Angolans across the country remained without access to free, di-
verse, and impartial information. This is because Angola remained the only
southern African country without community radio stations. The Angolan broad-
casting act, currently under review, stipulates license fees of over $100,000 for
local and community stations, an amount that local media rights groups con-
sider prohibitive.
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Ahead of the August 24 general elections, activists and media rights groups ac-
cused the state sponsored media, which has the largest coverage of Angolan ter-
ritory, of bias toward the ruling party and its candidates. The representative of
media rights group Misa-Angola, Andre Mussano, said in some cases, “90 per-
cent of the airtime [during the election campaign] was dedicated to one side [the
ruling party].”

Women’s and Girls’ Rights

Widespread gender inequalities, especially at the highest levels of political
power, persisted in Angola. However, the country registered significant progress
in the number of women holding ministerial portfolios and positions of rele-
vance, following the August 24 election. The top state positions, including vice-
president and speaker of parliament will be occupied by women. At government
level, women will control 10 out of 28 ministerial positions.

In May, Angola launched its national chapter of the African Women Leaders Net-
work (AWLN), a movement of African women leaders implemented with the sup-
port of the Office of the African Union Special Envoy on Women, Peace, and
Security, and of the United Nations Entity for Gender Equality and the Empower-
ment of Women (UN Women). This national chapter aims to enhance the leader-
ship of women in the transformation of Africa.

Angola lacks a reentry or continuation policy that protects a pregnant girl’s right
to education. This has led to uneven enforcement of education rights, where
school officials can decide what happens to girls’ education, or where discrimi-
natory attitudes and social barriers pressure girls to drop out altogether.

Key International Actors

Several countries and international bodies, including the African Union (AU),
Southern African Development Community (SADC), the European Union (EU),
and the United States (US) congratulated Angolans for the “peaceful environ-
ment” during elections in August. The EU also urged Angolan authorities to re-
spond to the complaints of the opposition.
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In his inaugural speech, Angolan President Joao Lourenco reiterated his govern-
ment’s commitment to peace resolutions in the SADC region and the Central
African Republic, as well as in the borders between the Democratic Republic of
Congo (DRC), Rwanda, and Uganda.

Earlier in July, President Felix Tshisekedi of the Democratic Republic of Congo
(DRC) and his Rwandan counterpart, Paul Kagame, agreed at a summit organized
by Angola to de-escalate tensions from a rebel insurgency at the border of the
two countries.

In August, while in Kinshasa, US Secretary of State Antony Blinken expressed his
support for the mediation efforts between the DRC and Rwanda, which were led
in part by Angola.
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Argentina

Human rights problems in Argentina include police abuse, poor prison condi-
tions, and endemic violence against women. A longstanding economic crisis has
particularly impacted people living in poverty.

President Alberto Fernandez, Vice President Cristina Fernandez de Kirchner, and
members of the cabinet used hostile rhetoric against the judiciary, the Attorney
General’s Office, and the independent press.

A political crisis fueled by economic problems and polarization has created a
challenging environment for human rights progress. An investigation into a
man’s attempt, in September 2022, to kill Fernandez de Kirchner by triggering
his gun twice near the vice president’s head, was ongoing at time of writing.

Judicial and Prosecutorial Independence

High-level authorities have used hostile rhetoric against judges and prosecutors
who rule against the government or investigate the vice president’s alleged in-
volvement in corruption.

In August 2022, a prosecutor asked that Ferndndez de Kirchner be sentenced to
12 years in prison for her alleged participation in a corruption scheme concern-
ing the construction of roads in Santa Cruz province. The vice president denied
the allegations, accused the prosecutor of conducting an abusive and politically
motivated investigation, and mobilized her supporters to the streets.

The Fernandez administration and its allies introduced several judicial reforms
that could undermine the independence of courts and prosecutors. In Septem-
ber, pro-administration and other legislators passed a bill in the Senate expand-
ing the Supreme Court from 5 to 15 justices, a move that prior administrations
have used to pack the court. The bill had not been discussed in the House of
Representatives at time of writing.

An interim attorney general has served since 2018, as the Senate cannot muster
the two-thirds majority required to appoint an attorney general. In 2020, the
Senate passed an administration-promoted bill to reduce the required majority,
but the House had not discussed it at time of writing.
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The Supreme Court ruled in 2015 that delays in appointments, which leave tem-
porary judges serving for years, undermine judicial independence. As of Septem-
ber 2022, 257 federal and national judgeships remained vacant.

In April, the Council of the Judiciary, which selects candidates for federal and na-
tional courts, changed structure, following a 2021 Supreme Court ruling: The
Supreme Court president joined and presides; representatives of Congress, the
Bar Association, academia, and the national judges were added. The Fernandez
administration criticized the structure and urged Congress to pass an adminis-
tration-promoted bill changing it. The bill was approved by the Senate in April
but, as of October, it had not been discussed by the House of Representatives.

Economic Rights

A longstanding economic crisis, which deepened during the Covid-19 pandemic,
has disproportionately impacted low-income people and severely limited peo-
ple’s ability to realize their economic rights.

The government reported that 36.5 percent of the population lived in poverty as
of June 2022, a 0.8 percent reduction from December 2021. People living in ex-
treme poverty—i.e., unable to afford their most basic food needs—amounted to
8.8 percent of the population, a 0.6 percent increase from December 2021. Chil-
dren were particularly affected: More than half of children under 14 were living in
poverty and more than one in ten in extreme poverty. The central bank projected
that inflation could exceed 100 percent in 2022, making it even harder for peo-
ple to afford to realize their essential needs.

Freedom of Expression

High-level authorities, including President Ferndndez, have used hostile rhetoric
against independent journalists and media.

In November 2021, a group of people threw explosives into the Buenos Aires
headquarters of the Clarin Group—Argentina’s largest media conglomerate. No-
body has been held to account for this crime.

A federal court continued investigating a former director and deputy director of
Argentina’s Federal Intelligence Agency on conspiracy charges for the illegal sur-
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veillance of journalists, union members, and politicians under former President
Mauricio Macri.

Some provinces and municipalities lack freedom of information laws, undermin-
ing transparency.

Prison Conditions and Abuses by Security Forces

The National Penitentiary Office reported 233 cases of alleged torture or ill-treat-
ment in federal prisons in 2021; and 117 from January through June 2022. The At-
torney General’s Office reported 43 detainee deaths in federal prisons in 2021,
including 9 violent deaths and 9 from Covid-19.

Almost half of the 11,280 federal prison detainees are awaiting trial, the govern-
ment reports.

Security forces occasionally participate in abuses and employ excessive force. In
June, awoman died in a police station in Laprida, Buenos Aires province. Five
police officers were arrested for allegedly killing her and portraying her death as
a suicide.

Confronting Past Abuses

The Supreme Court and federal judges, in the early 2000s, annulled pardons and
amnesty laws shielding officials implicated in the 1976-1983 dictatorship’s
crimes. As of September 2022, the Attorney General’s Office reported 3,631 peo-
ple charged, 1,088 convicted, and 165 acquitted of crimes against humanity.

As of September, 130 people illegally taken from their parents as children during
the dictatorship had been identified and many had been reunited with their fam-
ilies, according to the Abuelas de Plaza de Mayo, a human rights group.

The large number of victims, suspects, and cases makes it difficult for prosecu-
tors and judges to bring those responsible to justice while respecting their due
process rights.
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Impunity for the AMIA Bombing

Twenty-eight years after 85 people died and more than 300 were injured in the
bombing of the AMIA Jewish Center, court battles continue. Nobody has been
convicted.

In February 2019, a court convicted a former intelligence chief and a judge of in-
terference in the initial investigation but acquitted former President Carlos
Menem. An appeal of the judge’s conviction remained pending as of October
2022.

In 2015, prosecutor Alberto Nisman, who had accused then-President Fernandez
de Kirchner of covering up Iran’s role in the attack, was found dead. In 2018, a
court of appeal said that he appeared to have been murdered. As of writing, no-
body has been convicted in connection with his death.

A federal court, in 2021, dismissed Nisman’s accusation against Fernandez de
Kirchner, saying her actions did not constitute a crime.

In August 2022, President Fernandez said Nisman had committed suicide and
that he hoped that a prosecutor who charged Vice President Fernandez de Kirch-
ner with corruption would not do the same.

The Ombudsperson’s Office

The Ombudsperson’s Office, which is structurally independent from and can in-
vestigate the executive for human rights violations, remains vacant. Congress
has failed to appoint an ombudsperson since 2009. The office’s ability to protect
rights has been hamstrung since 2013, when a deputy ombudsperson’s term
ended.

Women’s and Girls’ Rights

Alandmark 2020 law legalized abortion until the 14th week of pregnancy, and
longerin cases of rape orrisk to the life or health of the pregnant person.

Authorities reported over 64,000 legal abortions during 2021. Obstacles to ac-
cessing legal abortion reportedly included lack of access to information about
the law, lack of technical training, and undue delays.
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Women with disabilities who have been declared legally incompetent or who are
under court orders restricting their capacity to exercise their reproductive rights
must have assistance from a legal representative or relative in consenting to
abortions. This impedes their exercise of the right.

In August, a court released a woman who had been detained since November
2021, in Corrientes province, accused of aggravated homicide, after an obstetric
emergency.

Despite a 2009 law detailing comprehensive measures to prevent and prosecute
violence against women, their unpunished killing remains a serious concern. The
National Registry of Femicides reported 231 femicides—the murder of women
based on their gender—and only six convictions in 2021.

In an important step in 2021, Argentina became one of the first ten countries to
ratify the International Labour Organization’s Convention 190, which establishes
state obligations to protect women from violence and harassment in the work-
force.

Sexual Orientation and Gender Identity

In September, Argentina reached a friendly settlement with the Inter-American
Commission on Human Rights in the 2011 violent killing of a navy officer, Octavio
Romero, that was not properly investigated and in which sexual orientation
could have been a motivating factor. Argentina recognized its responsibility for
the lack of an effective investigation and committed to undertake public policies
that promote the prevention, punishment, and eradication of gender-based vio-
lence, broadly defined. This sets an important precedent for Latin America,
where authorities often fail to carry out effective investigations into crimes per-
petrated against LGBT people.

Children’s Right to Education

Educ.ar, a website built and offered by Argentina’s National Ministry of Educa-
tion for children’s education during the pandemic, collected and transmitted
children’s personal data to advertising technology companies, enabling these
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companies to track and target children across the internet for advertising pur-
poses.

Indigenous Rights

Indigenous people face obstacles to accessing justice, land, education, health
care, and basic services.

The Argentine Constitution protects Indigenous communal ownership of tradi-
tional lands. In 2020, the Inter-American Court of Human Rights ordered Ar-
gentina to adopt legislative measures to guarantee those rights. Yet debates on
a law to concretize protections are continually postponed.

Key International Actors and Foreign Policy

In 2022, Argentina assumed the presidency of the United Nations Human Rights
Council. It supported the council’s scrutiny of rights violations in Afghanistan,
Belarus, Eritrea, Nicaragua, Russia, and Ukraine. However, Argentina abstained
from voting resolutions extending the mandate of a group of UN experts investi-
gating systematic rights violations in Venezuela and proposing a debate on the
human rights situation in the Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region of China.

Argentina assumed the 2022 presidency of the Community of Latin American
and Caribbean States (CELAC), which serves as a space for regional integration
and cooperation with other countries, such as China and India. In a CELAC meet-
ing in August, President Fernandez said that the CELAC should replace the Or-
ganization of American States (OAS) which, in his view, “no longer represents”
Latin America and the Caribbean.

Argentina voted in favor of resolutions passed by the OAS in 2022 condemning
Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, suspending Russia’s OAS permanent-observer sta-
tus, and urging the Nicaraguan government to release political prisoners.

In October, a federal court in Argentina opened a criminal investigation into
Nicaragua’s President Daniel Ortega and Vice President Rosario Maria Murillo for
alleged crimes against humanity. The court applied the principle of universal ju-
risdiction, which allows authorities to prosecute certain grave crimes, regardless
of where they occur and the nationality of victims and perpetrators.
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Armenia

Political tensions and growing insecurity from the unresolved conflict over
Nagorno-Karabakh dominated events in Armenia.

Authorities pursued ambitious judicial, police, and constitutional reforms.
Human rights problems included ill-treatment by law enforcement, interference
with freedom of assembly, domestic violence, discrimination against people
with disabilities, and violence and discrimination based on sexual orientation
and gender identity.

The Russia-brokered truce broke down several times as Azerbaijan made incur-
sions in Nagorno-Karabakh and Armenia. The political opposition blamed Prime

Minister Nikol Pashinyan, held ongoing protests, and demanded his resignation.

Armenian authorities reported that the fighting temporarily displaced more than
7,600 civilians, mostly women and children, from three regions of Armenia that
border Azerbaijan and damaged or destroyed numerous residential buildings.
Sporadic incidents of military hostilities continued to threaten the safety and
livelihoods of civilians residing in villages in Nagorno-Karabakh and along the
Armenia-Azerbaijan border.

Aftermath of the Nagorno Karabakh Conflict

The Russia-brokered 2020 truce broke down several times as Azerbaijan made
incursions into Armenia. Sporadic incidents of military hostilities continued to
threaten the safety and livelihoods of civilians residing in villages in Nagorno-
Karabakh and in several surrounding districts and along the Armenia-Azerbaijan
border

Armenian authorities reported that the September 2022 fighting killed at least
three civilians and temporarily displaced more than 7,600 civilians, mostly
women and children, from three regions of Armenia that border Azerbaijan, and
damaged or destroyed numerous residential buildings. Three ethnic Armenian
civilians were also killed in Nagorno Karabakh in earlier conflict-related inci-
dents.
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Avideo authenticated by Human Rights Watch showed the extrajudicial execu-
tion of at least seven Armenian soldiers, apparently by Azerbaijani forces, during
the September 2022 fighting.

According to Armenian lawyers, at least 30 Armenian prisoners of war (POWs)
and three civilians remain captured in relation to the 2020 hostilities remain in
Azerbaijani custody by October 2022. Azerbaijani authorities do not recognize
any of these individuals as POWs (see Azerbaijan chapter).

According to the Ombudswoman’s office, as of late August, 303 people, a mix of
civilians and military, remain missing from the 2020 hostilities. Lawyers and
human rights groups in Armenia allege that some were last seen alive in the cus-
tody of Azerbaijani forces.

In October 2022 the Azerbaijani Prosecutor General’s Office stated that since the
2020 ceasefire, through mid-October 2022, 34 civilians were killed and another
80 wounded by landmines in Nagorno Karabakh and the surrounding area.

Neither Azerbaijan nor Armenia is a party to the international treaty prohibiting
anti-personnel landmines.

Ill-Treatment in Custody

Torture and ill-treatment in custody persists and is often perpetrated with im-
punity. Even when criminal investigations are launched in response to allega-
tions of torture, they are mostly closed based on findings that no crime was
committed or suspended for failure to identify a suspect.

Seven years after torture became a specific criminal offense in Armenia, in March
a court delivered its first ruling on such charges, sentencing a former prison offi-
cial to seven years and six months. Previously, officials held accountable for
physical abuse faced general “abuse of office” offenses.

Freedoms of Speech and Assembly, Protection of Human
Rights Defenders

Law enforcement interfered with freedom of assembly during protests through-
out the year. The Armenian Helsinki Committee, a non-governmental group, doc-
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umented disproportionate use of force during opposition protests in May and
June.

In August, police in Yerevan briefly detained without explanation some 20 peo-
ple protesting Russia’s war in Ukraine. In September, police outlawed a protest
in front of the Russian embassy, briefly detaining two activists.

The Committee to Protect Freedom of Expression (CPFE), a local group, noted an
increase in violence against journalists. Through June 2022, they documented 12

incidents with 13 victims, perpetrated by both public officials and private individ-

uals. Most happened during various opposition protests. CPFE reported 23 cases
of other types of pressure during the same period.

In a positive move, Armenia decriminalized “severe insult,” removing the of-
fence from the criminal code.

Armenia increased fines for failure to provide official information upon request,
but CPFE reported 69 cases of violation of the right to receive and disseminate
information.

Authorities continued to press spurious criminal incitement charges against
Sashik Sultanyan, chairperson of the nongovernmental Yezidi Center for Human
Rights. The charges stem from Sultanyan’s public interview alleging discrimina-
tion of the Yezidi minority in Armenia.

Disability Rights

Children with disabilities remain segregated in orphanages, special schools, or
at home, with little or no education.

In 2022, there were 475 children with disabilities living in five state orphanages;
only 230 attended school. The government has not announced comprehensive
plans to relocate children with disabilities from state institutions to birth or fos-
ter families. The government continued to invest in the three remaining state or-
phanages for children with disabilities, instead of investing in community-based
services and support, in line with international obligations. An unknown number
of children with disabilities also continued to live in six private orphanages, with
minimal government oversight.
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Children who live in orphanages have the right to apply for state financial sup-
port to buy a home when they turn 18. In October 2021, the government adopted
a discriminatory decree effectively stripping people without “self-care skills”
who live in institutions of this right.

The authorities have not yet fulfilled their commitment to introduce legislation
for supported decision-making mechanisms. Adults with psychosocial or intel-
lectual disabilities can be deprived of legal capacity and placed under full
guardianship, in violation of international obligations. Authorities lack compre-
hensive plans to introduce community-based services for people with psychoso-
cial disabilities, and instead continue to invest in institutions and institutional
care.

In August, the government adopted two regulations on personal assistance serv-
ices and reasonable accommodation for people with disabilities. However, ac-
cording to two disability rights groups—the Coalition on Inclusive Legal Reforms
and Disability Rights Agenda—the regulations on personal assistance services
are available only to people with disabilities from socially and economically mar-
ginalized families, and they will have no say over when and how they receive it.

In November 2022, Armenia ratified the Optional Protocol to the Convention on
the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, making it possible for individuals to file
complaints with the Committee on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, which
oversees states parties’ compliance with the convention.

Violence against Women and Children

Domestic violence cases remain largely underreported. A 2021 survey in Armenia
showed that almost 36 percent of women interviewed who were everin a part-
nership experienced at least one form of physical, sexual, or psychological vio-
lence by a current or former intimate partners; only 5 percent of those who
experienced physical or sexual violence by a partner sought help from police and
only 4.8 percent sought help from a health provider. sought help from police and
only 4.8 percent sought help from a health provider.

The authorities investigated 391 criminal domestic violence complaints through
June, bringing charges against 128 persons. In 85 of those cases, husbands were
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alleged perpetrators. Authorities initiated 21 cases against perpetrators for fail-
ing to fulfill or observe protective measures.

Eight women had been killed by partners, former partners or family members as
of August 31. In March, a man killed himself and his ex-wife. According to their
son, the man repeatedly violated police-imposed protective measures and kept
threatening and harassing his ex-wife. Police were aware of the threats but failed
to take further steps.

Law enforcement bodies lack adequate awareness and training on protection
mechanisms required by law to prevent domestic violence, such as protection
orders, and do not adequately apply or enforce them.

Authorities opened support centers providing psychological and other support
to domestic violence survivors in all regions of Armenia, but state funding for
them, according to women’s rights groups, is inadequate.

There are only two domestic violence shelters; both are in Yerevan and are run
by a nongovernmental organization.

The ratification of the Council of Europe Convention on Preventing and Combat-
ing Violence against Women and Domestic Violence (Istanbul Convention) re-
mained stalled following misinformation campaigns in previous years claiming
that the convention threatens traditional values and families.

The new criminal code identifies domestic violence as an aggravating circum-
stance in a number of crimes, but domestic violence is not a stand-alone crimi-
nal offense.

Sexual Orientation and Gender ldentity

Lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) people in Armenia continue to
face harassment, discrimination, and violence. The criminal code does not rec-
ognize animus due to sexual orientation or gender identity as aggravating crimi-
nal circumstances in hate crimes.

In March a criminal court delivered the first verdict in which violence against a
person was committed based on a homophobic motive.
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In its May judgement, the European Court of Human Rights found that Armenia
violated the prohibition against torture and anti-discrimination in the case of
Oganezova v. Armenia. Oganezova was a well-known LGBT activist whose club
was attacked and set on fire in 2012. The court also found that Armenian authori-
ties failed to discharge their positive obligation to effectively investigate the
arson attack, which was committed with a homophobic motive.

Fear of discrimination and humiliation due to public disclosure of their sexual
orientation or gender identity continue to prevent many LGBT people from report-
ing crimes against them, even when they are clearly motivated by anti-LGBT bias.
When reported, investigations into such crimes are often inconclusive or ineffec-
tive.

In August, a man used anti-trans slurs while approaching a trans woman stand-
ing on a street and slapped her hard with a ring on his finger, causing an injury.
A local group with homophobic and transphobic bias handed him a certificate
for “carrying out patriotic acts.” There was no effective investigation at time of
writing.

New Generation and PINK, two LGBT rights groups, documented 27 incidents of
physical attacks based on sexual orientation or gender identity through Septem-
ber. Authorities initiated criminal investigation in 12 cases. Armenia lacks com-
prehensive anti-discrimination legislation.

Key International Actors

The European Union sought a greater proactive role in conflict resolution efforts
between Armenia and Azerbaijan. European Council President Charles Michel
hosted several rounds of trilateral meetings with the Armenian and Azerbaijani
leaders, discussing issues related to border delimitations, transport links, and
peace agreement that would also address the rights and security of Nagorno-
Karabakh’s ethnic Armenian population.

In October 2022, the Council of the European Union announced the deploy-
ment of up to 40 EU monitors along the Armenian side of the international bor-
der with Azerbaijan to “facilitate[e] the restoration of peace and security...,
the building of confidence and the delimitation of the international border be-
tween the two states.”

45



WORLD REPORT 2023

Also in October, by invitation of the Armenian government, the Organization for
Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE) announced it would send a team to
Armenia to “assess the situation in certain border areas.”

In its November 2021 Concluding Observations the United Nations Human Rights
Committee, inter alia, urged Armenia to amend legislation to ensure equality
and non-discrimination on all grounds, including on sexual orientation and gen-
der identity, and to ensure access to effective and appropriate remedies for vic-
tims of discrimination. It also urged Armenia to criminalize acts of hate speech
and hate crime on all prohibited grounds. It further recommended revising the
law on domestic violence to ensure “a victim-centered approach that guarantees
access to immediate means of redress and protection.”

The committee also urged prompt, impartial, thorough and effective investiga-
tions into all allegations of torture and ill-treatment, and for perpetrators to be
prosecuted, and victims provided with full reparation.

The EU-Armenia Partnership Council meeting in May reiterated that of democ-
racy, good governance, rule of law, fight against corruption, human rights and
gender equality remained the cornerstone of the Eastern Partnership policy
framework. In April, the EU encouraged Armenia to make further progress to-
wards greater freedom of the media.

In its January resolution, the Council of Europe Parliamentary Assembly called on
Armenia, inter alia, to adopt anti-discrimination legislation, adding sexual orien-
tation, gender identity, gender expression and sexual characteristics to the pro-
hibited grounds for discrimination.

In May the US Secretary of State Antony J. Blinken and Armenian minister of for-
eign affairs launched the US-Armenia strategic dialogue, that includes discus-
sion on programs, inter alia, to support human rights, media literacy, social
protection, and justice sector reforms.
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Australia

Following Anthony Albanese’s election as prime minister, Australia’s first change
of government in nine years led to some improvement in human rights, including
more ambitious greenhouse gas emission targets to address climate change.
However, many rights concerns remain, such as the significant overrepresenta-
tion of First Nations people in the criminal justice system and mandatory off-
shore processing and “turn-backs” of asylum seekers who arrive by boat.

In the wake of devastating floods and heatwaves, climate change was a key con-
cern for many Australians in the 2022 election, with a record number of politi-
cians elected on ambitious climate justice platforms. The Albanese
government’s continued support for the expansion of fossil fuel industries con-
tributes to the global climate crisis and undermines the right to a healthy envi-
ronment. In 2022, several Australian states introduced new laws targeting
peaceful climate and environmental protesters with disproportionate punish-
ments and excessive bail conditions.

Asylum Seekers and Refugees

2022 marked ten years since the Australian government reintroduced offshore
processing of asylum seekers who arrive by boat. At time of writing, approxi-
mately 200 refugees and asylum seekers remained in abroad in Papua New
Guinea and Nauru, with more than 1,045 people admitted to the United States
under an Australia-US resettlement deal.

In March, the Australian and New Zealand governments announced an arrange-
ment to allow refugees currently in Nauru or who were transferred from Nauru or
Papua New Guinea to Australia temporarily, to resettle in New Zealand, covering
up to 150 people peryear over three years.

By turning back a boat carrying asylum seekers just days after the election, the
Albanese government signaled its intention to continue the “turn-back” policy of
interdicting boats and summarily turning them to the high seas or returning indi-
viduals to countries of departure or origin. The new government has since con-
firmed that it has no plans to end the policy of offshore processing of asylum
seekers.
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In January, authorities detained tennis star Novak Djokovic at the Park Hotel in
Melbourne after cancelling his visa, bringing international attention to the plight
of approximately 30 asylum seekers and refugees held in the same hotel, many
of whom had faced more than eight years of detention and uncertainty under
Australia’s offshore processing policy. In April, authorities released the remain-
ing asylum seekers and refugees held at the hotel.

The Albanese government fulfilled its pledge to allow an ethnic Tamil family, asy-

lum seekers who had been detained on Christmas Island, to return home to the
town of Biloela and granted them permanent residency.

More than 4,000 Ukrainian asylum seekers arrived in Australia since Russia in-
vaded Ukraine in February. The government allocated 31,500 humanitarian and
family visa places to Afghan nationals over five years, with nearly 6,000 visas
granted.

Indigenous Rights

Indigenous people are significantly overrepresented in the criminal justice sys-
tem, with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people comprising 29 percent of

Australia’s adult prison population, but just 3 percent of the national population.

At least 15 Indigenous people died in custody in Australia in 2022. An inquest
into the death in custody of Indigenous woman Veronica Nelson in Victoria un-
covered that she allegedly screamed for help for hours, but authorities did not

send her to a hospital for medical treatment, and then found her dead in her cell.

The state government in Western Australia refused to install air conditioning in
residential cells at Roebourne Regional Prison, despite temperatures reaching a
record high of 50.5 degrees Celsius (123 degrees Fahrenheit) and the prison in-
spector saying the conditions posed a significant risk to prisoner health. Ninety
percent of the prisoner population at Roebourne are First Nations people. In No-
vember, following public pressure from the Aboriginal Legal Service, Human
Rights Watch, and others, the state government backtracked and said it would
install air conditioning, but not until next summer.
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In October, the United Nations Subcommittee on Prevention of Torture sus-
pended its visit to Australia due to obstructions it encountered in visiting several
detention sites in Australia and accessing requested documentation.

The Albanese government has committed to holding a referendum to enshrine in
the Australian constitution a body to advise the parliament on Indigenous is-
sues, to be known as the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Voice. First Nations
people are currently not recognized in the Australian Constitution.

Children’s Rights

Indigenous children are 20 times more likely to be incarcerated than non-Indige-
nous children.

In Australia, the minimum age of criminal responsibility is 10, lower than the in-
ternationally accepted age of 14. An estimated 444 children under the age of 14
were imprisoned in the past year across Australia. The Australian Labor Party has
pledged to support the review of the minimum age of criminal responsibility. The
Australian Capital Territory has committed to raise the age from 10 to 14. In No-
vember, the Northern Territory government passed legislation to raise the age to
12. Tasmania has committed to raise the minimum age of detention from 10 to 14
years.

The Western Australia prison inspector concluded that the conditions in Banksia
Hill Juvenile Detention Centre did not meet international standards and
“breached human rights,” with children not receiving the minimum time out of
cell required. Prison authorities then moved 17 children from Banksia Hill to a
maximum-security adult prison. Multiple incidents of self-harm and suicide at-
tempts were reported after the transfer.

In May, Human Rights Watch reported that the education ministry of New South
Wales had violated children’s right to privacy and other rights through eight edu-
cation technology products it had authorized for children’s education during the
pandemic. All products, except one, surveilled or had the capacity to surveil chil-
dren online, outside school hours, and deep into their private lives.
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Disability Rights

The Royal Commission into Violence, Abuse, Neglect and Exploitation of People
with a Disability continued its hearings in 2022, with Human Rights Watch giving
evidence to the commission on how prisoners with disabilities are dispropor-
tionately held in solitary confinement for 22 hours a day, for weeks, months, and
sometimes even years. People with disabilities often fall prey to violence or re-
sort to self-harm because proper support is lacking.

Western Australia’s prisons remain damaging and at times deadly for people
with disabilities. A Human Rights Watch analysis of deaths in those prisons from
2010-2020 found that about 60 percent of adult prisoners who died in jail had a
disability. In 2022, there have been two reported suicides of Aboriginal men in
Western Australian prisons. Due to limited resources, mental health services in
prisons remain inadequate.

Rights of Older People

Staff working in Australian nursing homes warned that staffing shortages during
the Omicron Covid-19 wave saw lower standards of care that risked the survival
of frail residents.

Many Australian nursing homes continue to use dangerous drugs, often without
informed consent, to control the behavior of older people with dementia, known
as “chemical restraint.” A Human Rights Watch analysis in March found some
aged care facilities did not meet compliance standards and failed to regularly
monitor the use of drugs that are administered for chemical restraint, failed to
provide individual care plans with ways to manage behavior without the use of
chemical restraints, and did not provide alternative strategies to ensure that
chemical restraint is a last resort.

Freedom of Expression

In April, the state of New South Wales introduced new laws and penalties specif-
ically targeting climate protesters, punishing them with hefty fines and up to two
years prison for protesting without permission.
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Human Rights Watch research found authorities in New South Wales were dis-
proportionately punishing climate protesters, and that magistrates were impos-
ing harsh disproportionate penalties and bail conditions on climate protesters in
violation of their rights. New anti-protest laws passed in the states of Victoria
and Tasmania also invoke severe penalties for non-violent protest.

In March, the Australian Parliament’s Joint Committee on Intelligence and Secu-
rity released a report examining foreign interference at Australian universities,
highlighting concerns over Chinese government supporters threatening and in-
timidating pro-democracy students from China as well as university staff. It rec-
ommended mechanisms to report incidents of foreign interference, deterrence
for students who report on activities of fellow students to foreign governments,
and closer scrutiny of student associations linked to authoritarian governments.

Terrorism and Counterterrorism

The Albanese government repatriated 17 Australian citizens — 13 children and 4
women — who had been arbitrarily detained in harsh conditions in camps and
prisons in northeast Syria, as suspected members of the Islamic State (ISIS) and
their relatives. At time of writing, approximately 60 Australians, including 30
children and 16 women, still await repatriation.

In July, one of the detainees, an Australian teenager forced as a child to live
under the Islamic State, was reported to have died earlier that year in a prison in
Northeast Syria.

Climate Change Policy and Impacts

Australia is among the top 20 emitters and one of the world’s biggest per capita
emitters of greenhouse gases responsible for the climate crisis.

Australia is one of the world’s largest exporters of coal and gas and Australian
fossil fuel companies benefit from significant tax breaks. In the 2021-22 budget
period, Australian federal and state governments’ total fossil fuel subsidies are
estimated to have cost A$11.6 billion (US$7.4 billion), up A$1.3 billion (US$830
million) compared to the previous year.
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Prime Minister Albanese pledged in May to end divisive political “climate wars”
and make Australia a “renewable energy superpower.”

In September, Australia’s parliament passed a bill legislating a 43 percent emis-
sions reduction target by 2030. The Labor government gave strong support to re-
newable energy projects, and for the first time, an Australian environmental
minister said she would reject a new coal mine because of its possible impact on
the nearby Great Barrier Reef.

However, the Albanese government is still actively supporting the expansion of
fossil fuels industries, denying responsibility for emissions created by the vast
amounts of coal and gas Australia exports overseas and flatly ruling out any dis-
cussion on banning new fossil fuel projects.

In September, in a ground-breaking decision, the United Nations Human Rights
Committee found that the Australian government had violated the rights of In-
digenous Torres Strait Islanders by failing to adequately protect them against the
adverse impacts of climate change. This failure violated their rights to enjoy their
culture and be free from arbitrary interferences with their private life, family, and
home. The committee ordered the government to pay adequate compensation to
the claimants and secure the communities continued safe existence on the is-
lands, as well as avoiding similar violations in the future.

Foreign Policy

Australia’s relationship with the Chinese government remained strained, while
the country refocuses its trade and diplomatic relationships with members of the
Quad, (Australia, Japan, India, the United States) and Southeast Asian and Pa-
cific nations as part of an effort to counter Beijing’s influence in the region. With
the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) countries, the Australian
government has deferred to principles of ASEAN centrality and “maintaining a re-
gion which is peaceful, stable and prosperous, in which sovereignty is re-
spected.” It avoids public discussion of rights concerns with the ASEAN member
governments of Vietnam, Philippines, Cambodia, and Thailand. The same reluc-
tance to publicly discuss human rights issues is also evident in Canberra’s rela-
tionship with the Modi government in India.
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Australia used its “Magnitsky-style” sanctions legislation for the first time in
March, targeting Russian individuals responsible for the mistreatment and death
of Russian lawyer Sergei Magnitsky. Since then, the government has enacted no
new targeted sanctions under the regime.

Unlike the United Kingdom, United States, Canada, and the European Union, the
Australian government has not imposed targeted sanctions on senior military
leaders and entities in Myanmar responsible for the February 2021 coup and en-
suing rights violations.

Australia joined other UN member countries in condemning China’s serious
abuses in Xinjiang, following the groundbreaking report by UN High Commis-
sioner for Human Rights Michelle Bachelet.

However, the Australian government has not joined the EU, UK, US, and Canada
in imposing targeted sanctions on senior Chinese officials who have been ac-
cused of serious human rights violations against Uyghurs and other Turkic Mus-
lim communities in Xinjiang.

In opposition, the Australian Labor Party pledged to strengthen Australia’s Mod-
ern Slavery Act to address forced labor around the world, including in Xinjiang.
The current legislation under review does not respond to calls to introduce
stand-alone legislation similar to the US that blocks the import of goods made
with forced labor, both from Xinjiang and other locations inside and outside of
China.

Australia has not endorsed the Safe Schools Declaration, an intergovernmental
pledge now supported by 112 countries to protect education in times of conflict.
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Azerbaijan

Azerbaijan’s human rights record did not improve in 2022. In May, authorities re-
leased more than 20 individuals imprisoned on politically motivated and bogus
charges. But at least 30 others remained wrongfully imprisoned while authorities
continued to target its critics and other dissenting voices.

Restrictive laws continued to impede nongovernmental organizations (NGOs)
from operating independently. Other persistent human rights problems included
systemic torture and ill-treatment in custody and restrictions on media free-
doms.

In July, amid an energy crisis spurred by Russia’s invasion of Ukraine and its ma-
nipulation of the country’s hydrocarbon supplies, the European Union signed a
deal with Azerbaijan aimed at increasing the country’s gas exports to Europe.
The EU did not use ongoing negotiations on a broad bilateral agreement to se-
cure human rights improvements.

Fighting between Armenian and Azerbaijani forces broke out in mid-September
when Azerbaijan made incursions into Armenia. The fighting marked one of sev-
eral breakdowns of the Russia-brokered 2020 truce that ended hostilities over
the unresolved Nagorno-Karabakh war. A video authenticated by Human Rights
Watch showed the extrajudicial execution of at least seven Armenian soldiers,
apparently by Azerbaijani forces, during this fighting.

Sporadic incidents of military hostilities continued to threaten the safety and
livelihoods of civilians residing in villages in Nagorno-Karabakh and along the
Armenia-Azerbaijan border.

Aftermath of the Nagorno Karabakh Conflict

Fighting between Armenian and Azerbaijani forces broke out in mid-September
when Azerbaijan made incursions into Armenia. The fighting, which killed three
civilians in Armenia, marked one of several breakdowns of the Russia-brokered
2020 truce that ended hostilities over the unresolved Nagorno-Karabakh war.
Sporadic incidents of military hostilities continued to threaten the safety and
livelihoods of civilians residing or working in villages in Nagorno-Karabakh and
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several surrounding districts, and along the Armenia-Azerbaijan border, leaving
at least three ethnic Armenian civilians dead in Nagorno-Karabakh.

Avideo authenticated by Human Rights Watch showed the extrajudicial execu-
tion of at least seven Armenian soldiers, apparently by Azerbaijani forces, during
this fighting.

According to Armenian lawyers, at least 30 Armenian prisoners of war (POWSs)
and three civilians captured in relation to the 2020 hostilities remained in Azer-
baijani custody by October 2022. Azerbaijani authorities do not recognize any of
these individuals as POWs and have charged them with such crimes as terror-
ism, illegal weapons possession, illegal border crossing and torture of Azerbai-
jani prisoners during the 1990s war.

In October 2022 the Azerbaijani Prosecutor General’s Office stated that since the
2020 ceasefire, through mid-October 2022, 34 civilians were killed and another
80 were wounded due to landmines in Nagorno Karabakh and the surrounding
areas.

Neither Azerbaijan nor Armenia is a party to the international treaty prohibiting
anti-personnel landmines.

Prosecuting Political Opposition and Other Critics

Some political activists were among those freed in May under presidential par-
don. They included prominent members of the opposition Azerbaijani Popular
Front Party (APFP), Saleh Rustamli, sentenced in 2019 to seven years in prison on
spurious money-laundering charges, and Pasha Umudov, sentenced in 2020 to
four years and five months on bogus drug charges.

Also in May, APFP activist, Agil Maharramov, Rustamli’s co-defendant, was re-
leased after completing a four-year prison sentence on bogus money-laundering
charges. In January, APFP senior politician Alizamin Salayev, convicted on
defamation charges in 2020, was granted amnesty and released.

Authorities continued to use spurious drug charges to lock up political activists
critical of the government. In many cases, the detainees reported ill-treatment in
police custody, allegations that the authorities dismissed.
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In May, authorities arrested Rashad Ramazanov, a blogger and former political
prisoner, and remanded him to pre-trial detention on bogus drug charges. Police
allegedly beat Ramazanov in custody, attempting to secure a drug possession
confession. There was no effective investigation into the beating. Ramazanov
had previously served six years in prison on bogus drug charges, before being
pardoned and released in 2019. Ramazanov had actively criticized on social
media police arbitrariness and government corruption.

In May, authorities arrested and sent to pretrial custody APFP member Razi Al-
ishov on bogus drug charges. They failed to effectively investigate his allegations
of torture in police custody.

In March, a court sentenced APFP activist Shahin Hajiyev to six years in prison on
spurious drug trafficking charges. Hajiyev, in custody since November 2021, had
often criticized the government on Facebook. He made police abuse allegations
in custody. After police pressured Hajiyev to tell investigators that injuries in-
flicted by the beating were from a fall days before his arrest, prosecutors refused
to investigate Hajiyev’s allegations of abuse.

Authorities brought spurious drug charges against several individuals who were
deported to Azerbaijan in 2021 after failing to gain asylum in Germany and, in
some cases, publicly criticizing Azerbaijani authorities. These included Punhan
Karimli and Jafar Mirzayev, deported in November 2021, and arrested in January
2022. Malik Rzayev and Mutallim Orujov were similarly arrested and charged in
2021. Authorities claimed to have found narcotics on each of these men at the
time of arrest. In April, police detained Samir Ashurov on charges of assault with
a knife, weeks after he was deported home. Their lawyers alleged that police
questioned them about their activities in Germany.

In September, the chief editor of Xural TV, an online channel, journalist Avaz Zey-
nalli and, Elchin Sadigov, a lawyer who defended many government critics, were
remanded to four months’ pretrial detention on allegations of bribery that both
deny. The allegations were made following a pro-government media story accus-
ing Zeynalli of accepting a bribe from an imprisoned Azerbaijani businessman
facing criminal charges in exchange for ending critical reporting about him. The
story alleged that Sadigov, the businessman’s lawyer, was the intermediary. A
court released Sadigov to house arrest upon appeal.
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Authorities also held several government critics in jail for up to 30 days following
pro-forma court hearings on bogus misdemeanor hooliganism or disobedience
charges. These included, in March, APFP member, Elkhan Aliyev, and in July, op-
position Musavat Party member, Alikram Khurshidov. Both men were harshly
critical of authorities on social media.

Freedom of Assembly

Azerbaijan effectively imposes a blanket ban on protests in the central areas of
the capital, Baku. In May, a group of civic activists held an unsanctioned rally in
downtown Baku, demanding an end to impunity for abuse and violence against
government critics. Police briefly detained at least 25 protesters. Hours before
the protest, police detained three of the protest organizers, drove them in some
cases several hundred kilometers from Baku and abandoned them there, appar-
ently to prevent them from participating in the rally.

In July, authorities briefly detained more than 40 protestors after attempting to
hold an unsanctioned protest, demanding the opening of land borders that have
remained closed since the start of the Covid-19 pandemic. Police detained Aziz
Mamiyev, a Musavat member, on his way to the rally and a court sentenced him
to 30 days’ detention on disobedience charges. Mamiyev reported that police
beat him during apprehension and at the police station. A court sentenced an-
other activist, Gulmira Rahimova, to 460 hours of community service on slander
charges for having posted on social media a photo of the officer who struck
Mamiyev.

Freedom of Expression

All mainstream media remained under tight government control. People who
publicly criticized the government faced threats aimed at silencing them.

In February, President Ilham Aliyev signed a law on media that limits media inde-
pendence by, among other things, barring non-residents from owning media and
requiring journalists to have higher education, a formal contract, and three
years’ experience to obtain accreditation. The Council of Europe (CoE) commis-
sioner for human rights, Dunja Mijatovi¢, said the law “overregulates the media
... and grants discretionary powers to authorities ... including through licensing,
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excessively restricting journalists’ work, and introducing several limitations to ...
media companies and entities.”

In May, an unknown man threatened prominent journalist Aytan Mammadova
with a knife in the elevator of her apartment building. Mammadova believes the
threat aimed at stopping her ongoing reporting on a high-profile child murder
trial. At time of writing, the criminal investigation had not identified the suspect.

The authorities use criminal defamation to silence government critics. According
to the Media Rights Institute (MRI), an independent media monitoring group, in
2022, prosecutors demanded imprisonment in 11 defamation cases filed under
private prosecution procedures. The lawsuits resulted in the conviction of at
least four individuals, some of whom, MRI said, had been “targeted for their
opinions or articles on matters of public interest.”

In January, a court sentenced Ali Aliyev, the chairman of the Citizen and Develop-
ment Party (ViP), to five months’ imprisonment in a slander lawsuit filed by one
of the two border guards who survived a helicopter crash in November 2021.
Aliyev had commented to the media that he doubted that the border guards had
in fact survived. Aliyev also argued that the crash was a provocation by Russia. In
April, a court increased the sentence by another month, satisfying the complaint
by the second survivor. In June, a court extended Aliyev’s sentence to one year in

prison on unrelated charges of insult, based on a complaint filed by a former offi-

cial of the ruling party.

In March, a regional court sentenced journalist Jamil Mammadli to a year and six
months of correctional labor on slander and insult charges for corruption allega-
tions he made against the head of a district official.

In June, a regional court sentenced lawyer Ilham Aslanoglu to six months in
prison for insult related to a video he posted in which he accused an officer of
torture in the Terter case (see below). It was Aslanoglu’s second conviction in a
year on the same charges.

Torture and Ill-Treatment in Detention

Authorities routinely dismiss complaints of torture and other ill-treatment in cus-
tody, especially those filed by government critics.
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Forinstance, in January, the prosecutor’s office refused to launch a probe into
the severe beating of leading opposition politician Tofiq Yaqublu while in deten-
tion in December 2021, which resulted in multiple injuries. The prosecutor’s of-
fice refused to investigate, claiming Yaqublu’s injuries were “self-inflicted.”

In April, masked men kidnapped prominent opposition activist Bakhtiyar Hajiyev
and took him to an undisclosed location, blindfolded, beat, and threatened to
kill him if he continued to publicly criticize the interior minister. After Hajiyev
publicized the incident, the interior minister met with him and a criminal investi-
gation was launched, but at time of writing, the authorities had not identified
any suspects. According to Hajiyev, investigators claimed the CCTV cameras from
the crime scene were “out of order” at the time of the kidnapping. In August, po-
lice briefly detained Hajiyev, and a senior police official allegedly threatened him
with reprisals if he continued criticizing the minister.

In an exception to the pattern of impunity for torture, throughout 2022, authori-
ties continued a new investigation, begun in December 2021, into the torture in
2017 of military officers in Terter region accused of allegedly spying for Armenia.
The new investigation followed public outrage about the case, which prompted
the chief military prosecutor in November 2021 to publicly acknowledge that
more than a hundred officers had been subjected to physical violence.

According to NGOs, at least 10 had died of torture, four of whom were posthu-
mously acquitted. In September, authorities announced that 405 victims had
been identified in Terter and two other regions, of whom several hundred had
been tortured. Authorities prosecuted 17 high-ranking military officers for abuse
and torture. In September, the prosecutor’s office announced that an army gen-
eral and a military lawyer had been arrested on charges of unlawful imprison-
ment, torture and inhumane treatment, and abuse of power.

Key International Actors

In a January letter, CoE Commissioner for Human Rights Dunja Mijatovi¢ urged
President Aliyev to return the media bill to parliament for substantial revisions to
bring it in line with freedom of expression and media standards. In June, the
Venice Commission, an expert body of the Council of Europe, concluded that the
law has “a problematic focus on restricting the activities of the media rather
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than creating the necessary conditions enabling the media to fulfil their ‘public
watchdog’ role.”

In May, the British Embassy in Azerbaijan condemned incidents of police vio-
lence during the May 14 rally. The Azerbaijani Interior Ministry called on the
British Embassy to refute its statement.

In May, the US government welcomed the presidential pardon of persons “incar-
cerated for exercising their fundamental freedoms” and called on the govern-
ment to also release others arrested “for exercising those same rights.” In
September, US Secretary of State Antony Blinken brought together the foreign
ministers of Armenia and Azerbaijan on the sidelines of the UN General Assem-
bly in New York in the wake of the breakdown of the truce between the two coun-
tries and Azerbaijan’s incursions into Armenia. The meeting came one week after
shelling killed more than 200 troops.

The EU has been more actively engaged on talks between Armenia and Azerbai-
jan. In July, the European Commission President Ursula von der Leyen and Presi-
dent Aliyev signed a memorandum of understanding to more than double gas
purchases from Azerbaijan. Following the signing ceremony, von der Leyen re-
ferred to the negotiations of a comprehensive bilateral agreement that would
vastly expand EU investment in Azerbaijan. She noted the importance to investor
confidence of “greater involvement of civil society, and a free and independent
media” without meeting with civil society organizations during her visit. Later in
July, the EU top diplomat Josep Borrell stated that decisive progress was needed
to create an enabling environment for an active civil society in Azerbaijan.
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Bahrain

Bahrain’s 2022 parliamentary elections, held in November, were neither free nor
fair. All members of previously dissolved political groups were barred from run-
ning in the elections. Authorities also have sought to restrict former opposition
members from participating in civil society organizations. Independent media
has been banned since 2017.

Twenty-six Bahrainis remain on death row. At least eight of these men were con-
victed and sentenced following manifestly unfair trials based primarily, or in
some instances solely, on coerced confessions.

Prominent opposition figures and human rights defenders, including Abdulhadi
al-Khawaja and Abdel-Jalil al-Singace, remained in prison without access to ade-
quate medical care. Authorities failed to hold officials accountable for torture
and ill-treatment in detention.

Closure of Political Space and Freedom of Association

Bahrain’s November 2022 parliamentary and municipal elections took place
amid serious restrictions on political and civil rights, free speech, and assembly.

Political isolation laws, passed in June 2018, explicitly han members of previ-
ously dissolved political parties from running for parliament and from sitting as
members on the boards of directors of civil society organizations. The laws also
ban formerly convicted felons, even if pardoned or convicted on abusive speech
or assembly-related charges, and those previously deemed to have “disrupted”
constitutional life in Bahrain. In 2016 and 2017, Bahrain’s judiciary dissolved the
country’s two major opposition parties, Al Wifag and Waad.

On January 31, 2022, the Bahrain Human Rights Society (BHRS), one of Bahrain’s
oldest human rights organizations, learned that three candidates nominated to
run in the society’s board of directors’ election—Abdul-Jalil Yousef, the organiza-
tion’s secretary-general, Issa Ebrahim, and Mohsin Matar—were banned from
the board because of the political isolation laws. All three are former members of
Bahrain’s now-dissolved National Democratic Action Society (Waad).
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The government also expanded practices that limit economic opportunities for
former opposition members and political prisoners through the routine delay or
denial of “good conduct certificates,” a document required for Bahraini citizens
and residents to obtain employment, apply for university, or even join a sports or
social club.

Death Penalty

Bahraini courts have convicted and sentenced defendants to death following
manifestly unfair trials, based solely or primarily on confessions allegedly co-
erced through torture and ill-treatment.

Since 2017, Bahrain has executed six people and, as of June 2022, 26 others are
on death row with their appeals exhausted. Human Rights Watch and the
Bahrain Institute for Rights and Democracy (BIRD) examined the cases of eight
men facing the death penalty, based primarily on court records and other official
documents. The defendants were convicted and sentenced following manifestly
unfair trials based primarily, orin some instances, solely on coerced confes-
sions. The trial and appeal courts in these cases dismissed credible allegations
of torture during interrogation, relied on secretly sourced documents, and de-
nied or failed to protect fundamental fair trial and due process rights, including
the rights to counsel during interrogation and to cross-examine prosecution wit-
nesses. Bahraini authorities also violated their obligations to investigate allega-
tions of torture and abuse.

Freedom of Expression and Peaceful Assembly

Thirteen prominent opposition leaders have remained behind bars for more than
a decade for their roles in the 2011 pro-democracy protests. They include Hassan
Mushaima, the head of the unlicensed opposition group Al-Hag; Abdulwahab
Hussain, an opposition leader; Abdulhadi al-Khawaja, a prominent human rights
defender; and Abdel-Jalil al-Singace, the spokesman for Al-Hag. All four are serv-
ing life terms following manifestly unfair trials.

No independent media has operated in Bahrain since the Information Affairs
Ministry suspended Al Wasat, the country’s only independent newspaper, in
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2017. Foreign journalists rarely have access to Bahrain, and Human Rights Watch
and other international rights groups are routinely denied access.

Security Forces and Prisons

Authorities continue to deny Bahraini prisoners adequate medical care, causing
unnecessary suffering and endangering the health of prisoners with chronic
medical conditions. In May, prison authorities did not respond adequately to a
tuberculosis outbreak in Jau prison. Two prisoners with symptoms of tuberculo-
sis were ignored by prison authorities for more than a week. Prison authorities
failed to provide hospital care to a prisoner, Ahmed Jaber, for 11 months. Jaber
became sick in prison in April 2021 but was not transferred to a hospital until
March 2022.

Abdel-Jalil al-Singace began a hunger strike in July 2021 that continued through-
out 2022. In 2022, Bahraini authorities delayed or denied the delivery of multi-
ple necessary medicines to al-Singace, including medications necessary for his
nervous system and bodily functions, and eye drops. Abdulhadi Al-Khawaja has
been denied adequate medical care since he chanted solidarity slogans with
Palestinians in the prison yard in February 2022.

Authorities have failed to credibly investigate and prosecute officials and police
officers who allegedly committed serious violations, including torture, since the
2011 protests.

Children’s Rights

Bahrain authorities arbitrarily detained six boys, ages 14 and 15, in an orphan-
age in Seef district, after summoning and arresting them in December 2021 and
January 2022. Authorities did not provide the boys or their families with any writ-
ten justification for their detention and they first learned about the alleged legal
basis from a public statement issued in February by the Office of the Public Pros-
ecution that accused them of throwing a Molotov cocktail. Authorities also de-
nied parents’ requests to be present during their sons’ interrogations and to visit
them. The children’s alleged offenses appear to have occurred in December
2020 orJanuary 2021, when they were 13 and 14.
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Bahrain’s 2021 Restorative Justice Law for Children sets the minimum age of
criminal responsibility at 15 but permits authorities to “place the child in a social
welfare institution” for renewable weekly periods “if the circumstances require.”
The law fails to guarantee children access to a lawyer and their parents during
interrogations and provides that children may be detained if they participate in
unlicensed protests.

Online Surveillance and Censorship

The Bahraini government continued its use of NSO Group’s Pegasus spyware to
target activists and human rights defenders in Bahrain. In February 2022, a joint
investigation by Red Line 4 Gulf, Amnesty International, and Citizen Lab found
that critics of the Bahraini government, including Mohammed Al-Tajer, a promi-
nent Bahraini lawyer, Dr. Sharifa Siwar, a mental health counselor, and an online
journalist were targeted with the spyware between June and September 2021.

Bahrain has purchased spyware to target government critics and human rights
defenders for over a decade.

Migrant Workers

Bahrain continues to enforce the kafala (sponsorship) system that ties migrant
workers’ visas to their employers, which means if they leave their employer with-
out their employer’s consent, they lose their residency status and can face ar-
rest, fines, and deportation for “absconding.” In 2009, Bahrain allowed migrant
workers to terminate their employment contracts after one year with their first
employer if they give reasonable notice to their employer of at least 30 days.
However, in January 2022, the parliament voted to extend this to two years. The
workers are also expected to bear their own fees for the two-year work permit,
which has been too onerous for many, resulting in little up-take.

Bahrain’s Labor Law includes domestic workers but excludes them from protec-
tions within it such as weekly rest days, a minimum wage, and limits on working
hours.
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Women’s Rights, Gender Identity, and Sexual Orientation

Bahrain passed a unified family law in July 2017, but it continues to discriminate
against women’s rights to marry, divorce, and inherit on an equal basis to men.
Women are required to obey their husbands as the head of the household. The
1963 Citizenship Act prohibits women from conferring their nationality to their
children from a non-Bahraini father.

Although no law explicitly criminalizes same-sex relations, authorities have used
vague penal code provisions against “indecency” and “immorality” to target sex-
ual and gender minorities.

In December 2018, Bahrain amended its labor law to ban discrimination based
on sex, origin, language, or creed, and sexual harassment in the workplace, but
the law does not refer to sexual orientation, gender identity, disability, or age.

Key International Actors

In July, US President Joe Biden met Bahrain’s King Hamad in Jeddah and under-
scored “the United States’ appreciation for the longstanding strategic partner-
ship with Bahrain, including its hosting of the US Navy Forces Central
Command/sth Fleet.”

The United Kingdom government funded Bahrain-led and owned reform and ca-
pacity-building programs involved in egregious human rights violations through
the Gulf Strategy Fund (GSF). The GSF has supported Bahrain’s Ministry of Inte-
rior and the Special Investigations Unit and other security bodies implicated in
the abuses of at least eight men currently on death row.

The European Union’s Joint Communication on a partnership with the Gulf failed
to highlight the poor human rights situation in Bahrain and made no attempt to
link progress in bilateral relations to specific human rights benchmarks.

Serbia extradited a Bahraini political dissident to Bahrain on January 24 despite
an order by the European Court of Human Rights that specifically prohibited his
extradition pending more information. Bahraini authorities had previously sub-
jected the dissident, Ahmed Jaffer Muhammad, 48, to torture and ill-treatment.
Serbia initiated extradition proceedings after Interpol, the international police
body, issued a Red Notice alert at Bahrain’s request.
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Bangladesh

Following the US Global Magnitsky human rights sanctions against Bangladesh’s
Rapid Action Battalion (RAB) and some of its top commanders in December
2021, extrajudicial killings and enforced disappearances dropped dramatically,
indicating that authorities have the ability to bring security force abuses under
control. However, instead of taking steps toward reform, authorities launched

a campaign of threats and intimidation against human rights defenders and fam-
ilies of victims of enforced disappearances. campaign of threats and intimida-
tion against human rights defenders and families of victims of enforced
disappearances.

Bangladesh continues to host about 1 million Rohingya refugees, but authorities
have intensified restrictions on their livelihoods, movement, and education. In-
ternational attention has waned and the 2022 Joint Response Plan for the Ro-
hingya humanitarian crisis remained severely underfunded at time of writing.

Starting in August, there were increasing attacks against political opposition
members, raising concerns about violence and repression ahead of upcoming
parliamentary elections. elections.

In March, Bangladesh ratified International Labour Organization (ILO) Conven-
tion 138 on child labor, making Bangladesh party to all ILO Fundamental Instru-
ments.

Attacks on Human Rights Defenders

Following the US sanctions, victims’ families reported that officers came to their
homes, threatened them, and forced them to sign false statements that their rel-
ative was not forcibly disappeared and that they had intentionally misled the po-
lice. Security forces also ramped up surveillance of human rights activists and
harassment of human rights organizations. United Nations rights experts urged
the government to end reprisals.

The Foreign Ministry reportedly prepared a list of dissidents abroad who are
committing “anti-state” activities, and authorities increasingly targeted relatives
of expat dissidents. In September, officers from the Detective Branch arrested
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the brother of London-based news editor Shamsul Alam Liton after he published
an editorial critical of the ruling party and organized protests in Britain against
disappearances. The same month, police arrested Abdul Muktadir Manu, the
brother of another London-based correspondent for the same newspaper. Nusrat
Shahrin Raka, sister of US-based journalist Kanak Sarwar, received bail after
nearly six months in detention.

The government also increasingly targeted human rights organizations. A leaked
government circular signed on January 25 appeared to show that the Finance
Ministry and the Prime Minister’s Office were tasked in response to the US sanc-
tions with monitoring foreign funding to several human rights organizations.

On June 5, the Non-Governmental Organization Affairs Bureau sent a letter to
Odhikar, one of the country’s most prominent human rights organizations, deny-
ing the group’s renewal of registration. The decision was upheld by the Prime
Minister’s Office on September 1. Odhikar’s secretary, Adilur Rahman Khan, and
director, ASM Nasruddin Elan, were additionally facing ongoing trials as part of
longstanding harassment to punish the organization for reporting extrajudicial
killings by Bangladesh security forces in 2013. reporting extrajudicial killings by
Bangladesh security forces in 2013.

Disappearances and Extrajudicial Killings

Despite a temporary drop in abuses following the announcement of US sanc-
tions, security forces showed signs of returning to old practices, targeting the
ruling Awami League’s political opponents and critics. The government dis-
missed the allegations that led to sanctions, saying they were “false and fabri-
cated.” In January, Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina awarded two sanctioned RAB
officials prestigious police medals for their “bravery and service to the country.”

On August 14, Netra news—which is blocked in Bangladesh—published a
whistleblower report revealing that Bangladesh officials were allegedly holding
and torturing victims of enforced disappearance at a secret detention site.reveal-
ing that Bangladesh officials were allegedly holding and torturing victims of en-
forced disappearance at a secret detention site.

The torture and death in custody of Indigenous activist Nabayan Chakma Milon
shed light on security force abuses in the Chittagong Hill Tracts, including extra-
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judicial killings, enforced disappearances, sexual violence, and land-grabbing,
with little redress.

Freedom of Expression

Authorities continued to arrest critics under the draconian Digital Security Act.
The government ignored pleas from the UN and international partners to sus-
pend and reform the abusive law. In July, the government released the draft Data
Protection Act, which experts say could increase surveillance and violate the
rights to privacy.

Covid-19

At time of writing, Bangladesh reported over 440,000 new confirmed cases of
Covid-19 and 1,300 deaths in 2022. However, at time of writing, the positive test
rate was above 27 percent, indicating that transmission rates are likely higher
than is reported. Schools fully reopened in July after almost 18 months of Covid-
19-related school closure, one of the longest in the world. Children’s rights advo-
cates raised concerns that tens of thousands of students were not returning to
school and instead that many of these children were pushed into child labor
amid the economic fallout during the pandemic.

Women and Girls’ Rights

According to Bangladeshi human rights organization Ain o Salish Kendra, as of
October 1, 193 women and girls were reportedly murdered by their husband or
husband’s family in 2022. Women in Bangladesh continue to have little recourse
to seek protection, services, or access justice in case of domestic violence.
Bangladesh continues to have one of the highest rates of child marriage in the
world..

Following widespread protests and advocacy by women’s rights activists, the
cabinet approved a draft amendment to section 155(4) of the Evidence Act, re-
moving aspects that allowed the defense to denigrate the character of women if
they pursue criminal charges for sexual violence.
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Sexual Orientation and Gender Identity

Same-sex conduct is criminalized in Bangladesh with penalties from 10 years to
life in prison. Lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender people and advocates
faced violence and threats without adequate protection from the police.

Disability Rights

In September, the Committee on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities pub-
lished concluding observations in its review of Bangladesh, expressing concern
over discrimination that creates barriers to education, health care, and justice,
especially forwomen and girls with disabilities.

In September, Human Rights Watch interviewed people with disabilities and
their families following the flash floods in Sylhet in May that displaced almost 9
million people and killed hundreds. Interviewees described a lack of warning
systems that would have enabled them to prepare and seek shelter. After the
floods, people with disabilities faced additional hurdles accessing toilets, food,
water, and medicines, putting their lives and health at increased risk.

Rohingya Refugees

In the Rohingya refugee camps, Bangladesh officials closed community-led
schools, arbitrarily destroyed shops, and imposed new obstacles on movement,

including threats, frequent curfews, and harassment at checkpoints. The govern-

ment allowed humanitarian actors in the camps to begin teaching the Myanmar
curriculum but continues to deny refugee children any accredited education.

Authorities moved about 8,000 Rohingya refugees to Bhasan Char, bringing the
total to around 28,000 refugees living on the remote silt island where they face

severe movement restrictions, food, and medicine shortages, and abuses by se-

curity forces. Despite the involvement of the United Nations High Commissioner
for Refugees (UNHCR), many continue to be transferred without full, informed
consent, and have been prevented from returning to the mainland.

In January, the Bangladesh government and Myanmar junta announced joint
plans to “expeditiously complete the verification process” for repatriation, even
though conditions do not exist for voluntary, safe, and dignified returns.
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Increased fighting between the Myanmar military and Arakan Army ethnic armed
group in Rakhine State has spilled across the border, endangering Rohingya
refugees and Bangladesh civilians.

Climate Change Policies and Actions

Bangladesh is among the countries most vulnerable to the impacts of climate
change, despite having contributed little to the greenhouse gas emissions caus-
ing rising temperatures. Due to climate change, cyclones will become more in-
tense and frequent, posing a growing threat to tens of millions of people living
along the country’s low-lying coastline. In June, an estimated 7.2 million people
in Bangladesh were affected by record level flooding in the northeast.

An ongoing buildout of coal and gas projects in Chattogram, if constructed, will
emit greenhouse gases equivalent to five years of Bangladesh’s annual green-
house gas emissions, as well as air pollution that threatens the health of local
populations and biodiversity. In June, the government announced that it can-
celled plans to build the controversial Matarbari 2 coal plant, following the loss
of Japanese investment. But the government now plans build a liquified natural
gas (LNG) power plant instead, continuing to lock Bangladesh into decades of
greenhouse gas emissions.

Key International Actors

United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights Michelle Bachelet, during
her three-day visit to Bangladesh in August, called on the government to protect
rights and establish an independent mechanism to “investigate allegations of
enforced disappearances and extrajudicial killings”. She offered her office’s sup-
port to create a special mechanism in line with international standards. She also
warned that as “the biggest contributor of uniformed personnel to UN peace-
keeping missions, Bangladesh should ensure it has a robust system in place for
the careful human rights screening of security personnel.”

On March 3, the UN urged the Bangladesh government to provide information on
the implementation of the recommendations regarding allegations of torture re-

ported during a 2019 review of its obligations under the Convention against Tor-

ture, which it has ignored for over two years.
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In March, a European Union monitoring mission travelled to Bangladesh to as-
sess the human rights situation, and urged progress in the context of the en-
hanced engagement process under the Everything But Arms (EBA) scheme.
Further talks were held in May. Also in March, undersecretary for political affairs
at the US Department of State, Victoria Nuland, met with Bangladesh officials
during the US-Bangladesh Partnership Dialogue, during which she called for ac-
countability for security force abuses.

Bangladesh attempted to balance a strategic relationship between China and
India, and both failed to publicly back calls from the US, UK, and Japan to ensure
free and fair elections.
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Belarus

In 2022, Belarusian authorities continued to purge independent voices, includ-
ing through bogus prosecutions and harassment of human rights defenders,
journalists, lawyers, opposition politicians, and activists. At time of writing, at
least 1,340 people were behind bars on politically motivated charges and not a
single human rights organization could operate in Belarus legally.

As of February 24, the Belarusian government has been letting Russian forces
use the country’s territory in Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine. Belarusian
authorities prosecuted critics of the Russia-Ukraine war and brutally dispersed
anti-war protests.

Authorities failed to conduct effective investigations into the widespread allega-
tions of torture and other ill-treatment of peaceful protesters by law enforcement
officers in August 2020 following the manipulated presidential vote.

Governmental Crackdown on Peaceful Protests and Dissent

According to the prominent Belarusian human rights organization Viasna, at
least 3,458 people faced criminal prosecution in connection with the 2020 mass
protests between November 2021 and October 2022, and more than 3,148 peo-
ple faced administrative sanctions.

Authorities increasingly used charges of “dissemination of extremist materials”
to prosecute people for sharing publications from independent news outlets and
Telegram channels the government designated “extremist.”

On February 27, the Belarusian authorities held a referendum on constitutional
amendments which, among other things, cancelled Belarus’s nuclear weapon
free status and exempted former presidents from accountability for actions com-
mitted during their term in office. Human rights defenders deemed the referen-
dum non-transparent and illegitimate.

On the day of the referendum, peaceful demonstrations took place across the
country protesting Russia’s military invasion of Ukraine. Police detained hun-
dreds of protesters and subjected them to beatings and other ill-treatment.
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In the following months, police routinely detained people for anti-war placards
and inscriptions. Authorities opened dozens of criminal cases for “aiding ex-
tremist activity” against people who shared photos and videos of Russian
troops’ movement.

Human Rights Defenders, Civil Society Groups, and Lawyers

At time of writing, three members of Viasna, which had been particularly hard hit
by the authorities, remained behind bars on bogus “smuggling” and “financing
group actions that disrupted public order” charges, including its leader and
Nobel Peace Prize winner Ales Bialiatski, vice-chair Valentin Stefanovich, and
lawyer Uladzimir Labkovich. Three other members of Viasna, namely, Maria
(Marfa) Rabkova, Andrey Chapiuk, and Leanid Sudalenka were serving their sen-
tences of 15, 6, and 3 years, respectively. Viasna reported inhumane prison con-
ditions, including refusal of medical care and restrictions on correspondence.

In December, a court in Homiel designated Viasna’s website and social media
pages as “extremist,” which led to their blocking. Authorities also blocked the
websites of other civil society organizations, including another leading rights
group Human Constanta, after either designating them “extremist” or finding
them in violation of mass media laws.

In April, the prosecutor general announced the blocking of Human Rights
Watch’s website. The decision came days after the organization published a re-
port on war crimes by Russian forces in Ukraine.

In April, authorities raided offices of several independent trade unions, detain-
ing at least 14 of their leaders and members on charges of “organization of activ-
ities gravely violating public order.” In July, the Supreme Court of Belarus shut
down four major independent trade unions and the Belarusian Congress of Dem-
ocratic Trade Unions.

By October, authorities had moved to shut down 653 civil society organizations.

In January, amendments into the Criminal Code entered into force, reintroducing
criminal liability for participation in activities of unregistered organizations, pun-
ishable with up to two years in prison.
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Authorities continued repression against lawyers in retaliation for expressing
views on rights issues, representing clients in politically motivated cases, and
speaking out against the war in Ukraine. Since August 2020, at least 70 attor-
neys lost their licenses following arbitrary decisions of the Justice Ministry or po-
litically motivated disbarment procedures. At time of writing, seven attorneys
faced politically motivated criminal charges, ranging from “calls for actions dam-
aging to Belarus’s national interests” to “organizing mass riots.” Lawyers also
continued to face administrative charges, detentions, searches, and harass-
ment.

Freedom of Expression, Attacks on Journalists

From January to October, the Belarusian Association of Journalists documented
93 cases of arbitrary detention, raids, fines, and administrative arrests of jour-
nalists. At time of writing, 28 journalists and media workers were behind bars on
bogus criminal charges ranging from “insulting the president” to “treason” and
“conspiracy to seize state power.”

By October, at least 29 independent media outlets had been designated “ex-
tremist” and blocked by the authorities.

In June, the Supreme Court designated TUT.BY media “an extremist organiza-
tion.” At time of writing, three TUT.BY’s staff, including the editor-in-chief Maryna
Zolatava, were behind bars on bogus criminal charges; nine more were placed
under their own recognizance pending trial.

On July 13, a court in Homiel found Katsiaryna Andreyeva (Bakhvalova), a journal-
ist from a Poland-based broadcaster Belsat, guilty of high treason. At time of
sentencing, she was already serving another sentence. After this second verdict,
the length of her jail time was increased to eight years and three months.

Prosecution of Political Opposition Members and Supporters

In December, a court in Homiel delivered judgement in the case against former
presidential contender Siarhei Tsikhanouski and his five alleged supporters
charged with “organizing mass protests.” Tsikhanouski, who is married to the
Belarusian opposition leader in exile Sviatlana Tsikhanouskaya, was sentenced
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to 18 years in prison. The other defendants, including opposition politician,
Mikalay Statkevich, and Radio Free Europe consultant, Ihar Losik, were sen-
tenced to between 14 and 16 years in prison.

In August, authorities transferred Tsikhaunouski from a penal colony to prison
with harsher detention conditions.

Humanitarian Crisis and Violence at Belarus-Poland Border

Starting in August 2021, Belarusian authorities orchestrated a humanitarian cri-
sis by facilitating tourist visas to thousands of migrants, mainly from the Middle
East, to encourage them to travel to the European Union borders. Pushed back to
Belarus at the EU borders, migrants suffered serious abuses, including beatings
and at least one instance of rape by Belarusian border guards and other security
agents. Belarusian authorities prevented them from leaving the border areas
and forced them to repeatedly attempt crossing into the EU. This resulted in hun-
dreds of people stuck in limbo for weeks and months in circumstances that put
their lives at risk.

Death Penalty

Belarus remains the only country in Europe and Central Asia to carry out the
death penalty. Authorities take months to inform families of an execution and re-
fuse to disclose the place of burial, causing additional suffering.

In November 2021, the family of Viktar Paulau, who had been sentenced to death
following his conviction for murder and larceny, finally received official confirma-
tion of his death on May 13, 2021. Authorities executed Paulau despite the UN
Human Rights Committee’s order to suspend his capital punishment while the
committee considered his case.

The fate of Viktar Syarhel, convicted of murder and put on death row in 2021, is
unknown. The family of Viktar Skrundzik, sentenced to death for murder and at-
tempted murder, has yet to receive any official confirmation of his death, al-
though in September 2021 the state broadcaster referred to Skrundzik’s
execution.
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In May, amendments to the Criminal Code entered into force, introducing the
death penalty for vaguely defined non-lethal “attempted acts of terrorism.”

Key International Actors

In November 2021, 35 OSCE states invoked the Vienna Human Dimension Mech-
anism, highlighting the failure of Belarusian authorities to investigate and rem-
edy gross human rights violations.

Between December 2021 and September 2022, the United States, Canada, the

European Union, and the United Kingdom introduced further sanctions against
Belarus in response to continuing attacks on human rights, including sanctions
against individuals and entities, and actions to expand and tighten export con-
trols to Belarus.

The UN Human Rights Committee issued three decisions on capital punishment
cases in Belarus. In September 2021, the committee found violations of the right
to life and the right to fair trial in the case of Aliaksei Mikhalenia, who had been
executed in 2018. In March 2022, the committee condemned the execution of
Viktar Paulau. In May 2022, the UN body found that Belarusian authorities ill-
treated the mother of Pavel Sialiun as they mailed her son’s death row clothes to
her and refused to reveal the place of his burial.

In February, the Venice Commission, an advisory body of the Council of Europe,
issued an urgent interim opinion on the constitutional reform in Belarus, stress-
ing that it “fails to correct the strong imbalance of powers [...] and indeed may
even aggravate it.”

In March, the office of the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights presented a
new report under its mandate relating to examination of the human rights situa-
tion in Belarus in the run-up to the 2020 presidential election and in its after-
math, documenting rights abuses and lack of effective investigation. In April, the
UN Human Rights Council renewed this mandate for one year. In July, the UN spe-
cial rapporteur on the human rights situation in Belarus presented her annual re-
port documenting the continuous deterioration of the human rights situation;
the mandate of the special rapporteur was renewed by the Human Rights Council
inJune.
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In May, the European Parliament issued a resolution condemning the crackdown
on trade unionists. In August, the Council of the EU reiterated its support for the
democratic aspirations of Belarusian people.

On July 21, the UN Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC) voted in favor of grant-
ing UN consultative status to the Belarusian Helsinki Committee, whose applica-
tion had been unfairly blocked for years by Russia and China.

In November, the UN Human Rights Committee expressed “profound regret” that
Belarus had denounced the First Optional Protocol to the International Covenant
on Civil and Political Rights, blocking the UN Human Rights Committee’s man-
date to review individual complaints from Belarus.

In November, the European Parliament adopted a resolution, calling on Belaru-
sian authorities to cease the continuing repression and reiterating support for
Belarusian democratic opposition and civil society.
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Bolivia

Political interference plagued Bolivia’s justice system during the governments of
former President Evo Morales (January 2006-November 2019) and former Interim
President Jeanine Afiez (November 2019-2020). President Luis Arce, who took of-
fice in November 2020, has failed to spur justice reform.

The Arce administration supports unsubstantiated and excessive charges of ter-
rorism and genocide against former President Afiez. In June 2022, a judge sen-
tenced her to 10 years in prison on charges of dereliction of duty and
contravening the law, which are defined very broadly in Bolivia. She was not al-
lowed to attend her trial in person.

Nobody has been held accountable for 37 killings in the context of election-re-
lated protests in 2019, including of 20 people in two massacres during which
state security forces opened fire on protesters, according to witnesses.

Women and girls remain at high risk of violence. Prison overcrowding—and ex-
cessive pretrial detention—continues. Indigenous communities face obstacles to
exercising their right, under international law, to free, prior, and informed con-
sent to measures that may affect them.

Judicial Independence and Due Process

The Morales and Afiez governments pursued what appeared to be politically mo-
tivated charges against political rivals.

After winning the October 2020 presidential election, President Arce said the
justice system should be independent from politics, but his government has
failed to take concrete steps to reform it.

In a May 2022 report, the United Nations special rapporteur on the independ-
ence of judges and lawyers said external interference in the justice system is a
long-standing, continuing problem. Almost 50 percent of judges and 70 percent
of prosecutors in Bolivia remained “temporary” as of February, the report noted.
Officials who lack security of tenure may be vulnerable to reprisals, including ar-
bitrary dismissal, if they make decisions that displease those in power.
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In March 2021, police detained former Interim President Afiez and two of her for-
mer ministers on terrorism and other charges. The attorney general later accused
Afez of genocide in connection with two massacres during her government.
Human Rights Watch reviewed the charging documents and found the terrorism
and genocide charges unsubstantiated and grossly disproportionate. The defini-
tion of those crimes is overly broad under Bolivian law. As of October 2022, the
two former ministers remained in pretrial detention.

In June 2022, in a separate case, a tribunal sentenced Afiez to ten years of prison
for dereliction of duty and taking decisions contrary to the law—crimes that are
also very broadly defined in Bolivian law—for her actions as she took office as in-
terim president in November 2019. Afiez was not allowed to attend her own trial
in person, as judges argued that they could not guarantee her health or security
in the courthouse. That prevented Afiez from conferring with her lawyers during
the hearings.

In April, Marco Aramayo died in his seventh year of detention amid serious alle-
gations of inadequate health care and ill-treatment. In 2015, after he became the
director of the state Indigenous development fund, he reported several corrup-
tion schemes allegedly involving prominent supporters of the Morales govern-
ment. Instead of properly investigating those allegations, prosecutors had him
detained and charged with corruption, according to ITEI, a Bolivian nonprofit.

Responding to criticism by Human Rights Watch and others, police said in June
they would stop presenting people they had arrested to the press, a practice that
risked violating the presumption of innocence. Yet, the minister of the interior
continued to post photos of suspects on social media.

Protest-Related Violence and Abuses

The Interdisciplinary Group of Independent Experts (GIEI, in Spanish), estab-
lished under a government agreement with the Inter-American Commission on
Human Rights (IACHR), issued a report in August 2021 documenting the deaths
of 37 people in the context of protests over contested October 2019 elections.

It documented acts of violence “instigated” by the Morales administration, in-
cluding injuries, abductions, and torture of anti-Morales protesters. It asserted
that police failed to protect people from violence by both pro- and anti-Morales
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supporters, and in some locations encouraged and collaborated with violent
groups of anti-Morales supporters acting as “para-police.”

It also concluded that, during the Afiez government, security forces killed 20 pro-
Morales protesters and injured more than 170 people in massacres in Sacaba, a
city in Cochabamba, and Senkata, a neighborhood of El Alto. The report provided
robust evidence of other abuses throughout the country, including illegal deten-
tions, sexual violence, and “systematic” torture by police in the predominantly
Indigenous city of El Alto.

The GIEI highlighted major flaws in probes of the abuses and called on the Attor-
ney General’s Office to reopen cases it had closed without crucial investigative
steps. As of October 2022, no one had been held responsible for the crimes;
Congress and the government were discussing a bill and policy to provide repa-
ration to victims.

In March, the government signed an agreement with the IACHR for creation of an
international mechanism to monitor implementation of the GIEI’s recommenda-
tions, but it failed to create a national-level mechanism for which the GIEI had
also called.

Freedom of Expression and Access to Information

The National Press Association, which represents the country’s main print
media, reported several cases of violence by police or demonstrators against re-
porters in 2022.

In August, the Attorney General’s Office announced an investigation of two jour-
nalists, a newscaster and other individuals who worked for a state TV channel
during the Afiez administration, for allegedly paying the former newscaster a
salary that was higher than the allowable rate. The crimes they were accused of
carry a maximum penalty of ten years in prison. The president of the La Paz Press
Association viewed the investigation as an attempt by the Arce administration,
working with prosecutors, to intimidate Bolivian journalists.

Bolivia lacks a law regulating the allocation of paid advertising by the state.
From January through August, 8o percent of the advertising contracts by the
state with print media had gone to only two pro-government newspapers, sev-
eral media reported.
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Bolivia also lacks a law to implement the right of access to information en-
shrined in its constitution. In May 2022, the Arce administration said journalists’
associations—not the government—should draft an access to information bill.

Accountability for Past Abuses

Bolivian authorities have made insufficient efforts to hold accountable officials
responsible for human rights violations under authoritarian governments be-
tween 1964 and 1982. Only a handful have been prosecuted. The armed forces
have generally refused to share information.

After camping outside the Justice Ministry for more than a decade, several vic-
tims’ associations signed an agreement with the government in August, in which
the Arce administration committed itself to reparation payments to victims or
family members of various authoritarian-era abuses.

Detention Conditions

Detention centers in Bolivia hold more than 2.5 times more detainees than they
were built to accommodate. The prison population grew 12 percent between No-
vember 2021 and March 2022, to 20,864 people, official data obtained by Fun-
dacion Construir, a Bolivian nongovernmental organization (NGO), showed.

Bolivia’s justice system continues to use pretrial detention excessively. As of
March 2022, 65 percent of male detainees and 71 percent of female detainees
were awaiting trial, Fundacién Construir said.

Indigenous Rights

The 2009 constitution includes comprehensive guarantees of Indigenous peo-
ples’ rights to collective land titling; intercultural education; protection of In-
digenous justice systems; and free, prior, and informed consent on development
projects. Yet, Indigenous peoples face barriers in exercising those rights.

The Documentation and Information Center of Bolivia (CEDIB), an NGO, and the
United Nations special rapporteur on toxics and human rights reported that
growing, illegal use of mercury in mining is damaging the health of Indigenous
communities.
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Women'’s and Girls’ Rights

Women and girls remain at high risk of violence, despite a 2013 law establishing
comprehensive measures to prevent and prosecute gender-based violence. The
law created the crime of “femicide,” defining it as the killing of a woman under
certain circumstances, including domestic violence.

The attorney general reported 108 femicides in 2021 and 69 from January
through September 2022.

A study published in The Lancet in February 2022 estimated, using data from
2000 to 2018, that 42 percent of Bolivian girls and women between 15 and 49
years old have suffered violence by a partner or former partner, the highest per-
centage in Latin America and the Caribbean.

Under Bolivian law, abortion is not a crime when pregnancy results from rape or
when necessary to protect the life or health of a pregnant person. However,
women and girls seeking such legal abortions are likely to encounter stigma,
mistreatment, and revictimization.

Sexual Orientation and Gender Identity

In December 2020, Bolivia’s civil registry abided by a court order and registered
a gay couple’s relationship as a “free union,” Bolivia’s first same-sex union. In
May 2022, after delaying a year, the registry also registered a lesbian couple’s
relationship.

The case brought by the first gay couple is pending before the Constitutional
Court, which is expected to determine whether all same-sex couples can join in
“free unions.”

Key International Actors

Throughout 2022, Bolivia has consistently opposed scrutiny on certain states’

human rights records and failed to protect victims’ rights in international forums.

In the United Nations General Assembly and the UN Human Rights Council, it ab-
stained or voted against multiple resolutions condemning Russia’s rights viola-
tions in Ukraine and voted against renewing the mandate of the UN fact-finding
mission in Venezuela and holding a debate on the human rights situation in the

84

HUMAN RIGHTS WATCH

Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region of China. In the Organization of American
States, it abstained from a resolution calling on the Nicaraguan government to
release political prisoners and cease persecution of media.

In March, the UN Human Rights Committee urged Bolivia to guarantee judges’
and prosecutors’ independence and impartiality; allow same-sex couples to
enter into free unions; and protect journalists from threats and violence.

In July, the Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women ex-
pressed its concern over high levels of gender-based violence in Bolivia and
called on the government to ensure thorough investigations. It also urged Bolivia
to remove barriers to legal abortion, and to decriminalize abortion.
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Bosnia and Herzegovina

Authorities failed to prioritize human rights protections in Bosnia and Herzegov-

ina (BiH) in 2022. Discrimination against minorities remains a serious concern.
Progress in war crimes prosecutions remains slow. A court handed down a land-

mark ruling upholding a complaint about discrimination against lesbian, gay, bi-

sexual, and transgender (LGBT) people.

In October, the European Commission published its annual progress report on

BiH, granting European Union candidate status to the country, even though “sig-

nificant reforms are still needed to ensure that all citizens are able to exercise
their political rights” and a lack of progress on rule of law and election reform.

Discrimination and Intolerance

The Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE) recorded 91

hate crimes based on ethnicity or religion between January and June, four involv-

ing physical violence. At time of writing, 13 hate crime trials were ongoing and 1
person was convicted in 2022.

After her visit to BiH in June, United Nations High Commissioner for Human
Rights Michelle Bachelet highlighted discrimination based on ethnicity, gender,
and sexual orientation and expressed concerns about access to education, so-
cial protection, and the rights of Roma and people with disabilities.

The Office of the High Representative (OHR) in July proposed controversial
changes to the election law, including reducing representation from the coun-
try’s three main groups in the upper house of Federation BiH Parliament if a
group makes up less than 3 percent of the population in a particular area. The
measure was withdrawn following protests while others were maintained.

After polls closed on election day, October 2, the OHR imposed further election
changes, provoking widespread criticism, including of the timing. The measures
fail to address long-standing political discrimination against Jews, Roma, and
other minorities who are barred from standing for the Presidency, notwithstand-
ing the modest increase in the number of seats for such minorities in the upper
house of the Federation Parliament.
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A report on the impact of Covid-19 in BiH published by UNICEF and UNDP in June
found that the pandemic increased poverty and food deprivation and worsened
social and economic inequalities, especially among already disadvantaged
groups and those at risk of deprivation or deemed “vulnerable.”

Roma people face obstacles to the enjoyment of their rights. According to a 2022
study by the Romani Early Years Network (REYN), many Roma children face dis-
crimination when accessing public services, including education and health
care.

Accountability for War Crimes

The pace of war crimes prosecutions remains slow. The OSCE concluded in June
that authorities were unlikely to meet a deadline to process all remaining war
crime cases by the end of 2023.

At the end of July, 237 war crime cases against 502 defendants were pending be-
fore courts in BiH, according to the OSCE. Almost 500 war crimes cases involving
4,000 suspects have yet to reach the courts. In the first six months of 2022,
courts in BiH rendered first instance judgments in 20 cases and final judgements
in 14 cases.

As of August 2022, there were 51 pending cases involving allegations of conflict-
related sexual violence. In the first six months of 2022, courts reached 4 first in-
stance judgments and 5 final judgements.

A March report published by TRIAL International, Vive Zene, and the Global Sur-
vivors Fund found that BiH has not yet provided adequate and effective repara-
tions to survivors of conflict-related sexual violence due to an inadequate legal
framework. Only about 1,000 of an estimated 20,000 survivors have received
some form of reparations.

In July, the Constitutional Court of BiH found unconstitutional an attempt by Re-
publika Sprska to limit a 2021 genocide denial law on its territory. The issue con-
tinues to be politicized 27 years after the genocide in Srebrenica.

In July, authorities in the district of Brcko approved a draft law to provide civilian
victims of the 1992-95 war with reparations and recognize the rights of children
born as a result of conflict-rated sexual violence. The UN called on other authori-
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ties in BiH to follow suit. Later the same month, the parliament of the Federation
of BiH approved a draft law aiming to provide similar reparations.

Asylum Seekers and Migrants

Although the Service for Foreigners’ Affairs registered 11,881 persons between
January and August expressing an intention to seek asylum, the UN Refugee
Agency (UNHCR) reported that only 9o people submitted asylum applications in
the first six months of 2022. Bosnian authorities issued 35 decisions. Of these,
none were granted refugee status and 12 were granted subsidiary protection.

By June, the Service for Foreigner’s Affairs recorded 363 Ukrainians in BiH, 102 of
whom expressed intention to apply for asylum. Ukrainians are granted tempo-
rary residence on humanitarian grounds.

A survey of child migrants, predominantly unaccompanied children, found wide-
spread abuse by police, smugglers, and others, including sexual violence and
pushbacks. Reports of pushbacks and abuses at the Croatian border continued.

Domestic and Other Gender-Based Violence

AJanuary submission by the Institution of Human Rights Ombudsman of Bosnia
and Herzegovina to the UN Special Rapporteur on the right to health concluded
that domestic violence in BiH, especially violence against women, is among the
country’s most serious human rights violations.

According to the women’s rights organization Kvinna till Kvinna, progress in ad-
dressing gender-based violence is hindered by many issues, including ineffec-
tive coordination among judiciary, law enforcement, and centers for social work.

In July, the House of Peoples adopted the Draft Law on Protection from Domestic
Violence, aiming to harmonize national legislation with the Convention on Pre-
venting and Combating Violence against Women and Domestic Violence, known
as the Istanbul Convention, which Bosnia ratified in 2013. The Federation BiH
Parliament also amended the criminal code to align it more closely with the Con-
vention.
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Sexual Orientation and Gender Identity

Between January and August 2022, the Sarajevo Open Center recorded eight
hate incidents against LGBTQ+ people, all of which were physical attacks.

Sarajevo Pride took place in June 2022. Ahead of the parade, monitoring showed
an increase in anti-LGBT speech on social media including by politicians.

In April, a municipal court in Sarajevo ruled in favor of two activists who sued a
former assembly woman for encouraging state institutions to discriminate
against LBGT people. It was the first ever verdict in a BiH court against discrimi-
nation based on sexual orientation or gender identity.

Freedom of Media

In April, the national public radio and TV broadcaster BHRT faced risk of closure,
after RTRS, the public broadcaster in Republika Srpska, refused to pass on mil-
lions of Euros of shared revenue from the national license fee despite its obliga-
tion to do so, a move described by Reporters Without Borders as an attack on
media pluralism. BHRT’s accounts were unfrozen following the intervention of
the BiH Federation Parliament.

Pollution and Human Rights

Authorities failed to tackle the country’s horrific air pollution, which kills thou-
sands of people prematurely each year and is detrimental to the health of thou-
sands more. The country’s reliance on coal and wood for heat and coal for
electricity generation makes cities in BiH some of the world’s most polluted dur-
ing winter months. Despite health and climate impacts, authorities remain com-
mitted to coal, particularly for electricity.
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Brazil

Luiz Inacio Lula da Silva won the presidential elections in October at a critical
time for Brazil’s democracy.

Throughout his term, former President Jair Bolsonaro harassed and insulted
Supreme Court justices and journalists. He tried to undermine trust in the elec-
toral system, making unproven claims of electoral fraud. Political violence rose
during the campaign season.

Eighty-four percent of the 6,145 people police killed in 2021 were Black, the lat-
est available data show.

Deforestation and human-caused fires ravaged the Amazon rainforest. Indige-
nous people, community leaders, and others who defended it suffered threats
and attacks.

Democratic Rule

Lula won the October election by a narrow margin. Bolsonaro did not explicitly
recognize defeat but allowed the transition, as of November.

Ahead of the October elections, then-President Bolsonaro insulted and tried to
intimidate Supreme Court justices and repeated unproven claims of electoral
fraud. He said it “appears” that election winners would be those “who have
friends” in the Superior Electoral Court. He told dozens of ambassadors in July
that Brazil’s electoral system was unreliable. In September, he said that if he did
not get 60 percent of the vote, “something wrong would have happened” at the
electoral court.

In August, more than one million Brazilians, including prominent businesspeo-
ple, former Supreme Court justices, politicians, and artists, co-signed a mani-
festo defending democracy and the rule of law.

Political violence marred the electoral contest. Four people were killed during
the electoral campaign season in circumstances suggesting they were targeted
for their political views.
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The Observatory of Political and Electoral Violence at Rio de Janeiro’s Federal
University compiled 426 cases of threats and violence against individuals en-
gaged in politics—or their relatives—from January through September 2022.
Women candidates, especially Black and trans women, were particularly tar-
geted for threats and online harassment, civil society organizations reported.

The Superior Electoral Court prohibited carrying guns in a 100-meter area around
polling places on and immediately before and after election day. The Supreme
Court also temporarily suspended portions of presidential decrees that had
made it easier to buy and carry guns.

Corruption

Despite running on an anti-corruption platform, the Bolsonaro government faced
corruption investigations, including into misuse of public resources in the Edu-
cation Ministry and in the response to the Covid-19 pandemic.

In 2019, then-President Bolsonaro broke with the tradition of selecting an attor-
ney general from a list of three candidates elected by prosecutors across the
country and appointed one not on the list. Transparency International said that
former President Bolsonaro weakened the fight against corruption by also sup-
porting the creation of the so-called secret budget, a special budgetary provision
that redirected billions of dollars to congressional spending projects with virtu-
ally no transparency, among other factors.

Freedom of Expression, Access to Information

The nongovernmental organization Reporters without Borders and the Federal
University of Espirito Santo identified more than 2.8 million social media posts
with insults, threats, and other offensive content against journalists and the
media during the first month of the election season, which officially started Au-
gust 16. The study found that supporters of former President Bolsonaro targeted
reporters, particularly women, after he publicly insulted them.

A court in Sao Paulo, in June, ordered Bolsonaro to pay 100,000 Brazilian reais
(US$18,760), in collective damages to Brazilian media for harassing it.
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The former president routinely blocked critics on social media accounts he used
to discuss matters of public interest, violating their free speech rights. As of Au-
gust, he had blocked 95 journalists and 10 media outlets, the Brazilian Associa-
tion of Investigative Journalism reported.

During 2021 and 2022, a working group of government officials—created without
participation of Congress, the justice system, or civil society—reviewed national
human rights policy. Authorities refused to share information about the discus-
sions.

Detention Conditions

More than 679,500 people were incarcerated in Brazil as of December 2021, ex-
ceeding prison capacity by 45 percent, the Justice Ministry reported. Another
156,000 were under house arrest.

The number of children and young adults in juvenile detention—13,684 in 2021—
has significantly decreased in recent years, the organization Brazilian Public Se-
curity Forum (FBSP) reported. Yet Rio de Janeiro and Rio Grande do Sul states
retained occupation rates above capacity, according to official data.

In July, a court found personnel at a detention center in Sao Paulo had tortured
and mistreated children between 2013 and 2015 and ordered the state govern-
ment to pay 3 million reais (about US$570,000) in damages to a municipal fund
supporting projects advancing children’s rights in Sao Paulo.

Public Security and Police Conduct

Homicides fell 5 percent from January through June 2022, compared to the same
period a year earlier. Fewer than 40 percent of homicides result in criminal
charges, the group Sou da Paz reported.

Police killed 6,145 people nationwide in 2021—a 4 percent drop from 2020,
driven by declining killings in Sao Paulo state, FBSP reported.

While some police killings are in self-defense, many result from illegal use of
force. Police abuses contribute to a cycle of violence that undermines public se-
curity and endangers the lives of civilians and police alike. In 2021, 190 police
were killed—77 percent while off duty, the FBSP reported.
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Rio state police killed 1,011 people from January through October 2022.

Police conducted three of the five deadliest operations in Rio state’s history in
2021 and 2022, despite a Supreme Court ruling prohibiting raids in low-income
Rio neighborhoods during the Covid-19 pandemic, except in “absolutely excep-
tional cases.” The deadliest raid ever left an officer and 27 residents dead in the
Jacarezinho neighborhood of Rio city in May 2021. Prosecutors charged two al-
leged drug dealers with the killing of the officer and filed evidence tampering
and, in some cases, homicide charges against four police officers in connection
with three other killings. They closed all other cases. Removal of bodies by po-
lice to destroy evidence, inadequate forensic analysis, and failure to interview
witnesses contributed to botched investigations. Prosecutors never opened an
investigation into command responsibility for the deadly raid.

To comply with a Supreme Court order—but without consulting any civil society
organization—Rio state drafted a plan to curb killings by police in March 2022.
The plan lacked timelines, a budget, or proper accountability measures. The
court ordered the state to draft a new plan.

The Rio attorney general, in 2021, eliminated a unit specialized in preventing
and investigating police abuse. In contrast, the Sao Paulo attorney general cre-
ated a new unit in August 2022 with a strong mandate to oversee police con-
duct.

In Sergipe, a Black man with a psychosocial disability choked to death, on May
25, after Federal Highway Police officers detained him in the back of a patrol ve-
hicle and threw in what seemed to be a teargas grenade. Three officers were
charged with abuse of power, torture, and homicide.

In August, the Supreme Court reversed an appeals court decision and upheld the
conviction of 73 police officers in the 1991 killing of 111 inmates at Carandiru
prison.

Military-Era Abuses

Former President Bolsonaro and members of his cabinet repeatedly praised the
military dictatorship of 1964-1985, which was marked by widespread torture and
killings.
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A 1979 amnesty law has shielded perpetrators from justice. The Supreme Court
upheld the law in 2010, but the Inter-American Court of Human Rights (IACHR)
ruled that it violated Brazil’s international legal obligations.

Since 2012, federal prosecutors have filed charges in more than 50 cases against
former agents of the dictatorship. Courts have dismissed most, citing the
amnesty law or the statute of limitations. In only one case, in June 2021, did a
judge issue a criminal conviction; the ruling was overturned in February 2022.

Women’s and Girls’ Rights

Implementation of the 2006 “Maria da Penha” law against gender-based vio-
lence lags. Authorities told Human Rights Watch in September that, in a country
of more than 215 million people, only 77 shelters for survivors were operating.
The Bolsonaro administration reduced the federal budget to fight violence
against women by 9o percent in 2022, compared to 2020.

Between January 2020 and May 2022, judges received almost 600,000 requests
for protective orders, which typically require suspected abusers to stay away
from targeted women, the National Council of Justice (CNJ) reported. Courts
granted nine out of ten requests; 30 percent took longer than the 48-hour dead-
line established by law.

Police stations registered more than 230,000 reports of physical violence
against women, in 2021, the FBSP reported, and a police hotline received
619,353 complaints of domestic violence.

More than one million cases of domestic violence and nearly 6,300 cases of
femicide—defined under Brazilian law as the killing of women “on account of
being persons of the female sex”—were pending before the courts in 2021.

Abortion is legal in Brazil only in cases of rape, to save a woman'’s life, or when
the fetus has anencephaly.

The Bolsonaro administration tried to restrict access to abortions. In 2020, it re-
quired health professionals to report to police rape survivors seeking to termi-
nate pregnancies.
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The Health Ministry approved telemedicine in the context of the Covid-19 pan-
demic, in 2020, but later clarified exclusion of abortion, because that “can
cause irreversible damage to the woman.” The World Health Organization (WHO)
recommends telemedicine as an option for accessing abortion.

Just 73 hospitals in the whole country carried out legal abortions, the organiza-
tion Article 19 reported in September.

Women and girls who have illegal abortions not only risk injury and death but
face up to three years in prison. People who perform illegal abortions face up to
fouryears in prison.

From 2018 through 2022, trial and appeals courts heard an average of 400 crimi-
nal abortion cases a year, Sao Paulo University and Columbia Law School’s
Human Rights Institute reported. Black women are more likely to face prosecu-
tion, which often happens after health professionals inform on them, in violation
of their right to privacy, the report showed.

Brazilian law mandates house arrest instead of pretrial detention for pregnant
women, mothers of people with disabilities, and mothers of children under 12,
except for those accused of violent crimes or crimes against their dependents.
Yet in 2021, judges ordered pretrial detention of more than a third of pregnant
women at their first hearing after arrest, CNJ and the United Nations Develop-
ment Program (UNDP) showed.

Disability Rights

Thousands of adults and children with disabilities are confined in institutions,
where they may face neglect and abuse, sometimes for life. Brazil lacks a com-
prehensive plan for progressive deinstitutionalization of adults and children
with disabilities.

In April 2021, the National Council of Prosecutors’ Offices, a government body,
passed a resolution requiring prosecutors to oversee and inspect institutions for
adults with disabilities yearly and take legal action in cases of abuse.
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Education

The federal government failed to address the huge impact of the Covid-19 pan-
demic on education, particularly for Black and Indigenous children and those
from lower income households, resulting in significant learning losses. For in-
stance, fifth-grade public-school math test results indicated loss of the equiva-
lent of a whole year of learning, a government assessment showed.

The percentage of students dropping out of public high school more than dou-
bled, from 2.3 in 2020 t0 5.6 in 2021, government data show.

Minas Gerais and Sao Paulo states authorized unsafe online learning products
during the pandemic, Human Rights Watch found. Nine products surveilled chil-
dren online, outside school hours, and transmitted their data to advertising
technology companies, enabling them to track and target children across the in-
ternet. As of October, neither state had acted to protect children’s privacy.

Lawmakers have introduced over 200 bills at local and federal levels, since
2014, to ban “indoctrination” or “gender ideology” in schools. The Supreme
Court struck down eight of these in 2020. Several teachers told Human Rights
Watch that teaching gender or sexuality issues resulted in harassment, police re-
quests for statements, or administrative proceedings.

Environment and Indigenous Rights

The Bolsonaro administration severely weakened environmental law enforce-
ment, effectively encouraging the criminal networks driving deforestation, which
have used threats and violence against forest defenders.

The government adopted policies that facilitated encroachment and removed ex-
perienced personnel from leadership positions at the agency tasked with pro-
tecting Indigenous rights. Illegal logging, mining, poaching, and land grabbing
in Indigenous territories were 180 percent higherin 2021 than in 2018, the year
before former President Bolsonaro took office, the non-profit Indigenist Mission-
ary Council reported.

The number of environmental fines was 33 percent lower in the first half of 2022
when compared to the same period in 2018, the non-profit Climate Observatory
reported. In March, the Bolsonaro-appointed director of the main federal envi-
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ronmental enforcement agency published a decision that could result in the can-
celation of about 60 percent of fines for environmental infractions issued be-
tween 2008 and 2019, amounting to approximately R$16.2 billion (US$3 billion),
news outlet UOL reported.

Official data show 11,568 square kilometers of Amazon rainforest were cleared
from August 2021 through July 2022.

After extracting valuable timber, criminal groups frequently burn remaining vege-
tation to prepare the land for pasture or speculation. The number of fire hotspots
in the Amazon for the first nine months of 2022 surpassed those for all of 2021.

As of November, Brazil’s Congress was examining bills that would ease environ-
mental licensing, open Indigenous territories to mining and other high-environ-
mental-impact activities, and provide an amnesty for land grabbing,

Amazon forest defenders continued to suffer threats and attacks. A family of
three environmentalists were killed in Pard in January; an Indigenous rights ad-
vocate and a British journalist were killed in Amazonas in June; and an Indige-
nous forest defender was killed in Maranhao in September.

More than 60 people were killed in conflicts over land and resources in the Ama-
zon between January 2020 and early July 2022, the organization Pastoral Land
Commission (CPT) reported.

Climate Change Policy and Impacts

As one of the world’s top ten emitters of greenhouse gases, Brazil contributes to
the climate-crisis toll on human rights.

In the 2016 Paris Agreement, Brazil committed to scaling up greenhouse gas re-
ductions in relation to its initial plan. The update it submitted in April 2022
failed to meet that commitment. An annex re-stated Brazil’s commitment to elim-
inating illegal deforestation by 2028.

The Climate Action Tracker, which provides independent scientific analysis,
rated Brazil’s 2022 climate action plan as “insufficient” for meeting the Paris
Agreement goal of limiting global warming to 1.5°C above pre-industrial levels.
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Increased deforestation in the Amazon under President Bolsonaro drove up over-
all emissions. If continued, it may turn vast portions of the rainforest into dry sa-
vannah in coming years, releasing billions of tons of stored carbon. Large areas
of the Amazon have already been logged and degraded, reducing the forest’s ca-
pacity to regenerate, a study led by the Amazon Network of Georeferenced Socio-
Environmental Information showed.

Climate change may have contributed to intense rainfall that led to floods and
landslides in the northeastern states in the first half of 2022, scientists from the
World Weather Attribution initiative found. The events displaced an estimated
25,000 people and resulted in 133 deaths.

Migrants, Refugees, and Asylum Seekers

Thousands of Venezuelans, including unaccompanied children, have crossed
the border into Brazil in recent years, fleeing hunger, lack of basic health care, or
persecution.

About 388,000 Venezuelans lived in Brazil as of October 2022.

Brazil has facilitated asylum for Venezuelans by recognizing a “serious and wide-
spread violation of human rights” in their country. It granted refugee status to
51,618 Venezuelans, including 2,829 between January and August 2022.
Venezuelans can also apply for residency. Brazil granted asylum to about 940
people of other nationalities from January through August.

The government has granted humanitarian visas to Afghans and Ukrainians.

Key International Actors

Eight UN rapporteurs, the Office of the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights
(OHCHR), and the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights (IACHR) ex-
pressed concern about political violence during the electoral season, calling on
authorities to ensure peaceful elections.

The IACHR and OHCHR expressed concern, in 2022, about attacks on environ-
mental defenders and Indigenous people. The European Parliament approved a
resolution, in July, urging Brazil to “prevent human rights violations and protect
environmental and indigenous defenders.”
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The Inter-American Court of Human Rights (IACtHR) granted provisional meas-
ures, in July, requiring Brazil to protect the rights of the Yanomami, Ye’kwana,
and Munduruku Indigenous peoples.

The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) adopted a
roadmap for the accession process of Brazil that required government action in
halting illegal deforestation, enforcing environmental laws, investigating vio-
lence against forest defenders, and protecting Indigenous rights.

UN special rapporteurs urged Brazil’s Senate to reject a bill that would ease ap-
proval and use of dangerous pesticides. The bill was pending as of August.

In April, more than 140 international and Brazilian organizations co-signed a let-
ter urging the government to invite a fact-finding mission from the UN’s new
mechanism to advance racial justice and equality in law enforcement. The gov-
ernment said it would consider the visit only in 2023.

UN rapporteurs and the IACHR denounced Brazil’s “systemic” police violence. In
September, the UN high commissioner for human rights praised Brazil’s
Supreme Court intervention to curb police abuse in Rio de Janeiro.

Foreign Policy

The Bolsonaro administration led efforts by a group of governments, including
several authoritarian regimes, seeking to restrict access to abortion worldwide.

The administration’s position regarding the war in Ukraine was inconsistent. A
few days before Russia’s full-scale invasion, then President Bolsonaro said, in
Moscow, that Brazil stood “in solidarity with Russia.” Over the following months,
Brazil voted for a UN resolution establishing a commission to investigate war
crimes in Ukraine but abstained on one suspending Russia’s membership on the
UN Human Rights Council and opposed a World Trade Organization declaration
on the war’s devastating impact on Ukraine’s ability to export and import.

In October, Brazil abstained on a resolution that would have allowed the Human
Rights Council to discuss crimes against humanity in China. It voted in favor of
extending the mandate of a fact-finding mission on Venezuela
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Burkina Faso

Burkina Faso’s human rights situation seriously deteriorated in 2022 as deadly
attacks by Islamist armed groups against civilians surged, military forces and
pro-government militias committed violations during counterterrorism opera-
tions, and political instability deepened as a result of two military coups.

The mounting civilian and military casualties and the loss of government-held
territory to Islamist armed groups, which reportedly control about 40 percent of
the country, spurred anti-government protests and two military coups, the first of
which, in January, overthrew President Roch Marc Christian Kaboré, who was re-
elected in 2020.

Hundreds of attacks on civilians and military targets by armed groups in 10 of
Burkina Faso’s 13 regions markedly intensified a humanitarian crisis and brought
the total number of people internally displaced since 2016 to nearly 2 million, or
just under 10 percent of the population.

There was scant progress toward providing justice for the alleged killings of hun-
dreds of suspects during past security forces operations. Rule-of-law institutions
remained weak; however, the government denounced social media posts that
were inciting violence against a minority group and took steps to reduce the
numbers of suspects in pretrial detention.

The African Union (AU) and the Economic Community of West African States
(ECOWAS), as well as Burkina Faso’s international partners including the Euro-
pean Union, France, the United Nations, and the United States denounced both
coups and abuses by Islamist armed groups but were largely reluctant to de-
nounce or push for investigations into allegations of abuse by the military and
pro-government militias.

Political Developments

In late 2021 and January 2022, protesters demonstrated against the govern-
ment’s inability to stem the worsening violence, prompting government protest
bans and internet shutdowns. On January 24, military officers from the Patriotic
Movement for Safeguard and Restoration (Mouvement patriotique pour la sauve-
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garde et la restauration, MPSR), citing the worsening security situation, over-
threw President Kaboré in a coup that left at least seven security force members
dead.

On February 16, the coup leader, Lt.-Col. Paul Henri Damiba, was sworn in as
president, and on March 5, appointed a transitional government. Damiba said
he was committed to a return to legislative and presidential elections in 2024.

On September 30, Damiba was himself overthrown in the second military coup
in a year. The coup leader and new transitional president, Capt. Ibrahim Traore,
said he was committed to respecting the February 2024 deadline for elections

set by his predecessor.

Abuses by Islamist Armed Groups

Islamist armed groups allied to Al-Qaeda and the Islamic State in the Greater Sa-

hara (ISGS) killed hundreds of civilians during attacks on villages and convoys
and at water points and gold mines. Many attacks targeted communities that
had formed local civil defense groups.

On May 25, Islamist fighters allegedly killed 50 civilians trying to flee an armed
Islamist blockade of Madjoari village in eastern Burkina Faso, and on June 22,
killed 86 people during an attack on Seytenga village, near the Niger border, in
the year’s worst atrocity.

Other lethal attacks by Islamist armed groups included the January 5 attack on
Ankouna village that killed 14; the January 15 attack on Namsiguia killing nine;
the June 26 attack on a baptism ceremony in Sandiaga killing eight; the July 3
and 4 attacks on Bourasso killing 22; and the August 18 attack in Kossi
province, near the Mali border killing 22. Attacks in March, April, and August on
artisanal gold mining sites and a convoy of miners killed 48.

Dozens of people were killed by improvised explosive devices (IEDs), allegedly

planted by Islamist armed groups, including 35 people who died when their con-

voy, escorted by the security forces, hit an IED on September 5 near Djibo.

Across the country, Islamist fighters raped dozens of girls and women who were
foraging for wood, traveling to and from market and fleeing the violence. They
also burned and looted villages, markets, and businesses; and commandeered
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ambulances and looted health centers. The fighters prevented farmers from ac-
cessing their fields; destroyed bridges, water sources, and telecommunications
and electricity infrastructure; and engaged in widespread pillage, acutely exacer-
bating the humanitarian crisis.

Islamist armed groups abducted numerous civilians including 5o traders during
a September 27 ambush on a convoy bringing supplies to the embattled north-
ern town of Djibo and in April, an American nun who was released five months
later.

Abuses by State Security Forces and Pro-Government Militia

Pro-government forces including soldiers and militiamen from the Volunteers for
the Defense of the Homeland (VDP), a state-sponsored self-defense group, al-
legedly unlawfully killed or forcibly disappeared dozens of suspects during coun-
terterrorism operations, at times coordinating operations.

On November 23, soldiers allegedly executed 18 men near Djigoue, close to the
border with Céte d’lvoire. Six of 15 men arrested on February 21 by soldiers in To-
diame, Nord region, were forcibly disappeared. In August, over 5o men allegedly
detained by members of the security forces in and around Tougouri commune,
Centre-Nord region, were found dead, most along local roads.

On February 17, eight men were found dead after being detained by VDP militia in
Fada N’Gourma. The VDP allegedly executed over 15 men in several incidents be-
tween late 2021 and April 2022 in the Est, Sahel, Cascades and Sud-Ouest re-
gions. VDP and soldiers working together allegedly unlawfully killed two men in
February and March.

Accountability for Abuses

There was little progress with investigations into past atrocities by the security
services—notably the 2018 and 2019 killings of scores of suspects in Burkina
Faso’s Sahel region; the deaths of over 200 men in Djibo in 2020; and the
deaths of 12 men in gendarme custody in Tanwalbougou in 2020.
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The military justice directorate, mandated to investigate incidents involving the
security forces, continued to be underfunded. Progress on the government’s
pledged investigation into several of these incidents was scant.

An immunity provision in a 2021 decree creating a counterterrorism special
force, providing that special force members “may not be prosecuted for acts
committed in the exercise of their functions,” undermined accountability.

The high-security prison for terrorism-related offenses remained overcrowded.

The vast majority had been detained far beyond the legal time limit. The govern-

ment took steps to address the backlog and to ensure due process by releasing
numerous suspects accused of terrorism-related offenses against whom they
had insufficient evidence. Very few detainees had access to defense lawyers.

On April 6, a military tribunal convicted 11 men including the former president,
Blaise Compaoré, for the 1987 assassination of President Thomas Sankara and
12 others. Compaoré was tried in absentia and remains in Cote d’lvoire, where
he has lived since being ousted in a popular uprising in 2014. In September,
three soldiers were convicted for the 1990 murder of a student.

Hate Speech and Incitement

The Burkinabé government strongly denounced an uptick in social media posts
that incited violence against ethnic Peuhl, perceived to support Islamist armed

groups. In July, the police arrested and charged at least two men for incitement

including a man who had, in June, threatened journalist Newton Ahmed Barry, a
Peuhl, apparently for his reporting on counterterrorism.

Children’s Rights and Attacks on Education

Armed groups, notably armed Islamists, increased their recruitment and use of
children.

The United Nations verified attacks on 46 schools, primarily by armed Islamist
groups. As of September 2022, 4,258 schools across the country were closed

due to insecurity. Access to education is particularly concerning for forcibly dis-

placed children who make up more than half of the country’s internally dis-
placed.
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Key International Actors

Burkina Faso’s key partners, notably France, the US, the EU, and the UN, ex-
pressed concern about the January coup and pressed for a prompt return to con-
stitutional order. The EU and UN condemned the September coup.

International partners roundly denounced abuses by Islamist armed groups, but
were reluctant to condemn abuses by the military and pro-government militias.

The UN Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights maintained a country
office mandated to monitor and report on human rights abuses, and support civil
society, but, during 2022, did not publish any reports.

Following the January coup, the Economic Community of West African States
(ECOWAS) and the AU suspended Burkina Faso from all governing bodies, pend-
ing the restoration of constitutional order.

The US suspended US$160 million in foreign assistance to Burkina Faso as a re-
sult of the January 2022 coup, as stipulated by US law. The US-funded Millen-
nium Challenge Corporation similarly paused support related to an agreement
signed in August 2020 for $450 million.

The EU provided €52.4 million (around US$ 53.9 million) in 2022 in humanitar-
ian assistance to Burkina Faso. Since 2018, the EU has allocated €265 million
(around US$272 million) in support for the G5 Sahel joint counterterrorism force
of Burkina Faso, Chad, Mali, Mauritania, and Niger, which includes logistics,
equipment and infrastructure, as well support for the promotion of human rights.

France, Burkina Faso’s leading bilateral donor, provided military training to its
troops and to the military justice directorate.

In response to the gravity and number of attacks on schools and the killing and
maiming of children, the UN secretary-general included Burkina Faso as a situa-
tion of concern for the UN’s monitoring and reporting mechanism on grave viola-
tions against children during armed conflict.

In September, transitional authorities signed a handover protocol with the UN to
ensure the transfer of children apprehended by military forces during armed con-
flict to civilian authorities for reintegration.
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Burundi

The authorities lifted some restrictions on media and civil society but promises
by President Evariste Ndayishimiye’s administration to rein in the ruling party’s
youth league, the Imbonerakure, remained unfulfilled. The ruling party strength-
ened its grip on power, including by encouraging youth league’s members to
carry out official activities and entrenching the party’s control at the local level.
Burundian armed forces and Imbonerakure members took part in armed combat
in neighboring Democratic Republic of Congo.

Killings, disappearances, torture, ill-treatment, arbitrary arrests, and detention
of real or suspected opponents were documented by international and Burun-
dian rights groups throughout 2022. Unidentified bodies, often mutilated or tied
up, were regularly found in different parts of the country, often buried by local
authorities, Imbonerakure members, or police, without investigation.

Abuses by Security Forces and Ruling Party Youths

Burundi’s national intelligence services, police, and ruling party youth members
killed, arbitrarily detained, tortured, and harassed people suspected of belong-
ing to opposition parties or of working with armed opposition groups.

Authorities continued to crack down on suspected opponents in response to at-
tacks on both civilians and state agents by armed assailants or suspected rebel
group members in various parts of the country in 2020 and 2021. They showed
little regard for credible investigations, objective evidence, or due process
needed to hold those responsible to account. Instead, they targeted perceived
opponents of the ruling National Council for the Defense of Democracy-Forces for
the Defense of Democracy (Conseil national pour la défense de la démocratie-
Forces pour la défense de la démocratie, CNDD-FDD).

After he took power in 2020, Ndayishimiye made some efforts to rein in mem-
bers of the Imbonerakure and their involvement in human rights abuse was less
visibly apparent. However, in 2022, government and ruling party officials explic-
itly encouraged them to perform “law enforcement” duties, ensuring the ruling
party remains in control. Imbonerakure members, some of whom are armed,
have arrested, ill-treated, and killed suspected opponents, sometimes in collab-
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oration with or with the support of local administrative officials, police, or intelli-
gence agents.

Révérien Ndikuriyo, secretary general of the CNDD-FDD and a hardliner within the
party, made several incendiary speeches during gatherings of CNDD-FDD mem-
bers and Imbonerakure. In August, he attacked international human rights or-
ganizations and called on the Imbonerakure to continue night patrols and to kill
any “troublemakers.” Imbonerakure members took part in training programs on
“patriotism” across the country.

On June 22, the National Assembly enacted a law on the Burundian national de-
fense forces, which created a new reserve force (Force de réserve et d’appui au
développement, FRAD). Its duties include organizing paramilitary trainings,
“supporting other components in protecting the integrity of the national terri-
tory,” but also conceiving and implementing development projects, and opera-
tionalizing national and international partnerships. It is open to all Burundians
who can be mobilized for the “defense” and the “development” of the country,
following a military training.

Military Operations in Eastern DR Congo

Throughout 2022, the Burundian army conducted operations targeting RED-
Tabara (Resistance Movement for the Rule of Law-Tabara, Mouvement de la résis-
tance pour un Etat de droit-Tabara), an armed group that has launched attacks in
Burundi in recent years, in the neighboring Congo. Civilian members of the Im-
bonerakure, who have mostly not received formal military training, supported
the operations. According to rights groups and media reports, little or no expla-
nation was given to the families of those who die on the battlefield. In August,
Burundian troops officially entered Congo as the first deployment of an East
African regional force agreed upon by the East African Community (EAC) in April.

Judiciary and Rule of Law

The judiciary in Burundi is not independent. Despite calls by Ndayishimiye for
the judiciary to be reformed, no substantive steps were taken to end political in-
terference and release political prisoners.
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On April 28, Pierre Nkurikiye, the spokesperson for the Interior, Public Security
and Community Development Ministry, told media that in cases of alleged disap-
pearances, family members should make a complaint to judicial or administra-
tive authorities so that they can investigate. However, in many cases
documented by Human Rights Watch, family members feared reprisals from au-
thorities for reporting disappearances or other human rights violations.

Six former Burundian refugees, part of a group of eight who were detained in-
communicado and tortured in Tanzania before being forcibly returned to Bu-
rundi, remained in jail. Burundi’s authorities put them on trial for participation in
armed groups, and despite a Burundian judge saying the case was political, and
the court acquitting them of all charges in August 2021, then again on appealin
March 2022, prison and judicial authorities failed to release them.

The authorities failed to conduct a transparent, credible, and impartial investiga-
tion into a prison fire that broke out in Gitega, the country’s political capital, on
December 7, 2021. According to Human Rights Watch’s research at the time,
scores—maybe hundreds—of prisoners died in the fire. Authorities did not com-
municate findings transparently, including the names of the dead and the in-
jured, or fairly prosecute anyone who may be held responsible.

There are no independent institutions providing scrutiny of the government’s ac-
tions. The Independent National Commission on Human Rights (Commission Na-
tionale Indépendante des Droits de ’lHomme, CNIDH), despite having recovered
its “A” status in 2021, does not report on the most sensitive and political human
rights violations taking place. Its annual reports largely fail to address killings;
torture; ill-treatment and arbitrary arrests of opposition members; political de-
tentions and prosecutions; and restrictions on public freedoms.

Civil Society and Freedom of Media

Despite some steps taken by authorities to lift suspensions of civil society organ-
izations and media, most of the restrictions introduced under Pierre Nkurunz-
iza’s presidency (2005-2020) remain in place. The conviction in absentia of 12
human rights defenders and journalists in exile has not been overturned.

Human rights organizations in Burundi are restricted in their ability to work freely
orindependently, particularly outside Bujumbura. On March 14, police sus-
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pended a joint press conference organized by OLUCOME (Observatoire de Lutte
contre la Corruption et les Malversations Economiques) and PARCEM (Parole et
Action pour le Réveil des Consciences et I’Evolution des Mentalités), two anti-cor-
ruption organizations, claiming they did not have permission to hold such a
meeting.

Lawyer and former human rights defender Tony Germain Nkina remained in jail
following the decision of the Court of Appeal of Ngozi on September 29, 2021, to
uphold his conviction and five-year prison sentence following an unfair trial. De-
spite no credible evidence presented by the prosecution, he was convicted of
collaborating with RED-Tabara.

Burundi’s media authority announced in March that it would lift its ban on the
BBC, nearly three years after the National Communication Council withdrew its
operating license in 2019, accusing it of violating press laws and unprofessional
conduct.

Humanitarian Situation

The humanitarian situation in Burundi is dire. The country has been impacted by
the war in Ukraine, the Covid-19 pandemic, and inflation, which have con-
tributed to soaring prices of basic food and goods in the first half of the year.
Fuel shortages have also driven inflation, notably for necessities. Food insecurity
levels remain high with 52 percent of children under 5 stunted and high levels of
malnutrition among rural communities, according to the World Food Program.

Refugees

As of September 2022, there were over 250,000 Burundian refugees living in
Tanzania, Rwanda, Congo and Uganda. According to the UN High Commissioner
for Refugees, around 200,000 refugees have been repatriated to Burundi since
2017, including 16,621 in 2022, under its “voluntary repatriation” programs. The
repatriations primarily took place from Tanzania, Uganda, Congo and Rwanda,
where refugees face worsening conditions, and authorities encouraged refugees
to repatriate.
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Sexual Orientation and Gender Identity

Burundi punishes consensual same-sex sexual relations between adults with up
to two years in prison under Article 567 of the penal code. Article 29 of the Con-
stitution of Burundi explicitly bans same-sex marriage.

Key International Actors

Despite overwhelming evidence of persistent and serious abuses in Burundi, the
European Union, the United States, and other international partners have pur-
sued a policy of rapprochement with the authorities, lifting restrictive measures
and sanctions since Ndayishimiye came to power in 2020. The EU resumed its
political dialogue with the Burundian government in May.

The UN special rapporteur on Burundi, appointed in April, presented his first re-
port in September. The special rapporteur called on Burundi to “engage more ef-
fectively in the rule of law and the fight against impunity” and found that
“despite commitments and measures taken by the government, the human
rights situation in Burundi has not changed in a substantial and sustainable
way.” The government of Burundi has repeatedly rejected the special rappor-
teur’s requests for access to the country to carry out his work. The UN Human
Rights Council extended the special rapporteur’s mandate for a year in October.

In September, Ndayishimiye replaced Prime Minister Alain Guillaume Bunyoni,
who was until last year under US sanctions, with Gervais Ndirakobuca, a hard-
liner within the party. Following his appointment, the EU lifted sanctions on Ndi-
rakobuca and two others.
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Cambodia

During the year, Prime Minister Hun Sen intensified his crackdown on the politi-
cal opposition, as well as land activists, trade union leaders, civil society ac-
tivists, and critical media outlets.

Cambodia’s politicized courts pursued a series of mass trials against more than
100 political opposition members and dozens of human rights defenders. Prose-
cutors claimed the defendants engaged in “incitement to commit a felony” sim-
ply by exercising their rights to freedom of expression, association, and peaceful
public assembly. Cambodia currently has more than 5o political prisoners be-
hind bars.

In the lead-up to the June 2022 commune elections, the government obstructed
and harassed members of the revived Candlelight Party, the largest opposition
party contesting against the ruling Cambodia People’s Party (CPP). The National
Election Commission and the CPP filed defamation charges against Candlelight
Party Vice-President Son Chhay for criticizing the conduct of the election.

New Rights-Abusing Laws and Bills

Under the guise of combatting the Covid-19 pandemic, the government used the
2021 Law on Measures to Prevent the Spread of Covid-19 and other Serious, Dan-
gerous and Contagious Diseases to interfere with activists’ right to peaceful as-
sembly. The law provided officials with unfettered powers to punish so-called
offenders of Covid-19 measures with up to 20-year prison sentences. The law
contains overly broad provisions and lacks independent oversight or procedural
safeguards. In March 2022, the United Nations Human Rights Committee re-
viewed Cambodia’s compliance with the International Covenant on Civil and Po-
litical Rights and noted that over 700 arrests were made between March and
October 2021 based on the law.

In February 2021, authorities adopted the Sub-Decree on the Establishment of
the National Internet Gateway, which will enhance the government’s powers to
monitor all internet activities and block and disconnect internet connections.
However, authorities have yet to formally implement the decree as scheduled,
starting in February 2022, leaving the decree looming over Cambodian internet
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users. Other laws such as the Telecommunications Law of 2016 already empower
the government to conduct intrusive online surveillance.

In January 2022, the Ministry of Interior stated its intention to draft a foreign in-
terference law modelled on Singapore’s oppressive Foreign Interference Act, but
no draft had been publicly released at time of writing.

During the year, authorities provided several public updates on their efforts to
draft a law to establish a national human rights institution. However, they did
not release a draft of the law, nor indicate whether it would conform with the
Paris Principles to ensure the body will be independent, impartial, and effective.
to ensure the body will be independent, impartial, and effective.

Freedom of Association and Assembly

In 2022, the government enforced a de facto ban on peaceful assembly. Authori-
ties used public health measures to end peaceful, legitimate strikes. The govern-
ment also stepped up its crackdown on independent unions and their rights to
freedom of association, peaceful assembly, and to strike.

The government used the Covid-19 public health crisis as an excuse to forcibly
break up the peaceful strike of the Labor Rights Supported Union of Khmer Em-
ployees of NagaWorld (LRSU), who were protesting in central Phnom Penh to de-
mand the reinstatement of dismissed workers and fair compensation in their
protracted labor dispute with NagaWorld casino. Uniformed police and plain-
clothes officers used excessive force to shove strikers onto city buses and trans-
port them to sub-par quarantine centers in remote areas on the outskirts of
Phnom Penh where they were then stranded.

In December 2021, authorities arrested, detained, and prosecuted dozens of
union activists based on allegations that the strike was “illegal”. On February 5,
police arrested six activist union members at Phnom Penh’s NagaWorld casino
as they left a Covid-19 testing site and baselessly charged three of them with ob-
structing the government’s Covid-19 efforts. This followed the jailing of eight
LRSU unionists, including the union president, Chhim Sithar, on “incitement”
charges. While all were eventually released on bail, charges remained pending
against them, meaning they can be detained again at any time.
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Attacks Against the Political Opposition

Prior to the commune elections on June 5, 2022, authorities violated the rights of
opposition Candlelight Party members by removing as many as 150 candidates
from Cambodia’s National Election Committee lists, arresting party activists,
threatening candidates to withdraw their candidacies or face spurious criminal
charges and prosecution, and interfering in the election campaign. Despite
these obstacles, the Candlelight Party won 18 percent of the national vote—but
that translated into only 4 commune chief positions out of a total of 1,652 com-
mune chief seats being elected. seats being elected.

Starting with court summons issued in November 2020, prosecutors launched
mass trials in 2021 that continued into 2022 against more than 100 people con-
nected with the dissolved Cambodian National Rescue Party (CNRP), as well as
civil society activists.

On March 17, a Phnom Penh court convicted 20 opposition politicians and ac-
tivists, plus one defendant’s relative, and sentenced them to between 5 and 10
years in prison. The court also convicted in absentia a total of seven persons
abroad and sentenced them to 10-year prison sentences based on three counts
of unsubstantiated charges of “incitement,” “inciting military personnel to dis-
obedience,” and “conspiracy.” These charges allegedly were connected to the
formation of the overseas opposition Cambodia National Rescue Movement
(CNRM) in 2018, and social media comments criticizing the government.

On June 14, a Phnom Penh court convicted at least 51 CNRP members and politi-
cal activists on unsupported charges of “incitement” and “conspiracy.” Twelve
defendants received eight-year prison sentences while another 19 defendants
got six years in prison. Another 20 defendants received five-year suspended sen-
tences. A total of 27 defendants are currently in exile and were tried in absentia.
The case related to the support for Sam Rainsy’s attempted return to Cambodia
in November 2019, and the activities of the dissolved CNRP and overseas CNRM.

The co-leader of the CNRP, Kem Sokha, continued to face trumped-up treason
charges and onerous restrictions on his political rights, and the court slow-
walked the ongoing conduct of his trial, claiming prosecutors no longer deemed
his case a “priority.”
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Freedom of Media

On August 16, 2022, officers from the Prime Minister's Bodyguard Unit (BHQ) ar-
bitrarily detained five journalists affiliated with the independent news outlet,
Voice of Democracy (VOD News), and four environmental defenders affiliated
with the Khmer Thavrak group. The journalists and environmental defenders
were reporting on forest clearing activities in Phnom Tamao forest in southern
Cambodia, where up to 500 hectares of forest are believed to have been cut
down in a week at the beginning of August. The authorities forcibly confiscated
the reporters’ equipment and accused them of spreading false information.

International Justice

In September, the Extraordinary Chambers in the Court of Cambodia (ECCC) ruled
to deny the appeal of Khmer Rouge head of state Khieu Samphan and upheld his
conviction for genocide and crimes against humanity. His sentence of life impris-
onment remained the same. With this action, the work of the ECCC was com-
pleted, having convicted three persons at a cost of approximately US$330
million since the court was established in 1997.

Key International Actors

The Chinese government is the country’s primary economic and political partner,
investing US$1.29 billion during the first half of 2022. On January 1, the China-
Cambodia Free Trade Agreement (CCFTA) came into effect, under which “China
and Cambodia agree to impose zero tariffs on over go percent of products and
commit to an open market in services”. The agreement also commits to boost co-
operation under China’s “Belt and Road Initiative,” despite concerns about
human rights violations in those projects.

During the 11th Cambodia-EU Joint Committee Meeting in March, the European
Union reiterated its call on the government to uphold “democratic pluralism,
human rights and fundamental freedoms, labor rights, and the rule of law.” Hun
Sen’s failure to backtrack on its human rights crackdown continues to cost the
country the partial withdrawal of its “Everything But Arms” (EBA) trade benefits
with the EU. Arms” (EBA) trade benefits with the EU.
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In May, the European Parliament condemned the Cambodian government’s con-
tinuing abuses and reiterated its call on the EU Council to adopt targeted sanc-
tions against Cambodia’s political leadership and leaders of the security forces
responsible for the crackdown in the country. It urged the EU to consider a full
withdrawal of Cambodia’s EBA privileges.

In May, the United States hosted Prime Minister Hun Sen at a United States-As-
sociation of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) Special Summit at the White
House ahead of the ASEAN Summit chaired and hosted by Cambodia, in an effort
to strengthen engagement and shore up alliances with ASEAN countries.

A French court issued arrest warrants against two senior Cambodian generals for
the grenade attack on an opposition political rally in Phnom Penh on March 30,
1997, which killed 16 people and injured more than 150. The court stated that it
also issued a summons for Prime Minister Hun Sen for his role in the attack, but
the French government blocked its delivery, citing head of state immunity.
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Cameroon

In 2022, armed groups and government forces committed human rights abuses,
including unlawful killings, across Cameroon’s Anglophone regions and in the
Far North region.

As the crisis in the Anglophone regions continued for the sixth year 598,000
people were internally displaced as of August and at least 2 million
people needed humanitarian aid in the North-West and South-West.

Separatists, who have violently enforced a boycott on education since 2017, con-
tinued to attack schools, students and education professionals, destroying
buildings and depriving hundreds of thousands of children of their fundamental
right to education.

The Islamist armed groups Boko Haram and Islamic State in West Africa Province
(ISWAP) continued attacks in the Far North region from January to April, killing
scores of civilians and contributing to the internal displacement of over 378,000
people as of July. Government forces violated applicable international humani-
tarian and human rights law by failing to fairly prosecute suspected members of
the Islamist groups who committed serious crimes. The government has fallen
short on its promises to assist former members of Boko Haram and ISWAP who
voluntarily left as part of a disarmament program. The authorities have also
failed to assist and protect women and children linked to these groups.

Restrictions against freedoms of expression and association continued as did
persecution of lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) people. Mob at-
tacks against members of the LGBT community intensified.

Government forces subjected Cameroonian asylum seekers deported from the
United States in 2020 and 2021 to serious human rights violations following
their return, including physical assault and abuse, arbitrary arrest and detention,
extortion, and confiscation of identity documents, thus impeding freedom of
movement, ability to work, and access to public services.

In April, Cameroon took an important step to protect the right to education of
students who are pregnant and adolescent mothers. The government’s new re-
entry policy prescribes that pregnant students will be able to stay in school until
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the 26th week of their pregnancy and will be allowed back in school after deliv-
ery, subject to a number of conditions.

Anglophone Crisis

At least 6,000 civilians have been killed by both government forces and armed
separatist fighters since late 2016 in the North-West and South-West regions, as
armed separatist groups seek independence for the country’s minority Anglo-
phone regions.

Violations by Government Forces

Security forces responded to separatist attacks with a heavy hand, often target-
ing civilians across the Anglophone regions.

On April 24, in Ndop, North-West region, soldiers from the Rapid Intervention
Battalion (Bataillon d’intervention rapide, BIR) stopped, severely beat, and de-
tained between 30 and 40 motorbike riders who were part of a funeral convoy,
allegedly because they suspected the bikers of being separatist fighters. Up to
17 of those detained are presumed forcibly disappeared. As of September, their
whereabouts remained unknown.

On June 1, soldiers from the 53rd Motorized Infantry Battalion (Bataillon d’infan-

terie motorisée, BIM) killed nine people, including four women and an 18-month-

old girl, in Missong village, North-West region, in a reprisal operation against a
community suspected of harboring separatist fighters.

On June 8, soldiers conducted a military operation in Chomba, North-West re-

gion, burning a home and looting the local health center. They also arrested a

woman along with her 11-year-old foster child and held them for 24 days at the
BIR barracks in Bafut, North-West region.

From June 9 to 11, in Belo, North-West region, security forces killed one man, in-
jured another, burned at least 12 homes, destroyed a community health center,
and looted at least 10 shops.
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Abuses by Armed Separatists

Separatist fighters continued to kill, torture, assault, and kidnap civilians. They
also continued their attacks against pupils, teachers, and education, depriving
thousands of students of the right to education.

On June 12, separatist fighters physically assaulted, threatened, and humiliated
a group of 11 students, aged from 14 to 18, walking to the Bokova high school, in
Buea, South-West region. They shot one of the students in the right leg and
seized or destroyed the students’ school material.

On January 19, separatist fighters attacked the government high school in Weh,
North-West region, abducting five teachers, and injuring two students for not
complying with a school boycott and for not contributing financially to their
struggle for independence. The teachers were released on January 24 following a
ransom payment.

Separatist fighters, vowing to disrupt the Africa Cup of Nations soccer tourna-
ment, which was held in Cameroon between January 9 and February 6, carried
out a series of attacks in the town of Buea on January 12. They declared a lock-
down and punished people who did not observe it. They shot and killed a 30-
year-old male taxi driver and another man at Bwitingi market area and shot a
man in both his legs and stomach at the checkpoint area in the same area of the
city.

On January 13, separatist fighters attacked a rubber estate plantation of the
Cameroon Development Corporation (CDC), a public agribusiness company, in
Tiko, South-West region, abducted nine workers, six of whom were women, and
set a tractor ablaze. The workers were all released on January 25 following a ran-
som payment.

On February 11, separatist fighters set fire to three dormitories of the all-girls
boarding secondary school Queen of the Rosary College, in Okoyong, South-
West Region.

On April 5, separatists stormed the campus of the Bamenda university, North-
West region, shooting in the air, causing panic among students and teachers,
leading to a stampede that injured at least five people. The fighters attacked the

119



WORLD REPORT 2023

university for not observing a “lockdown,” or stay-at-home order, that they had
declared across the area.

On April 28, separatist fighters attacked the taxi and bus station in Mamfe,
South-West region. They burned at least five cars and killed three men, accusing
station workers of operating during their declared lockdown.

On May 30, suspected separatist fighters kidnapped and killed Lukong Francis, a
retired teacher at the government high school in Jakiri, North-West region, and a
member of the ruling party, in retaliation for his participation in the May 20 pub-
lic celebrations for Cameroon’s Unity Day, which separatist groups oppose.

On June 10, suspected separatist fighters burned down the district hospital in
Mamfe, South-West region, depriving 85,000 people of access to health care.

On September 16, armed militants attacked and set fire to St. Mary’s Church in
Nchang, diocese of Mamfe, and kidnapped nine people — including five priests.
Pope Francis joined an appeal by bishops from Bamenda Provincial Episcopal
Conference to release those abducted. The nine abducted people were all re-
leased on October 23.

Restrictions on Humanitarian Access and Abuses against
Aid Workers

Humanitarian access was restricted in the Anglophone and Far-North regions
and humanitarian workers have been victims of attacks by both government
forces and armed groups. According to the United Nations Office for the Coordi-
nation of Humanitarian Affairs (UNOCHA), humanitarian actors continued to op-
erate under severe constraints including repeated lockdowns, harassment at
checkpoints, and the risk of improvised explosive devices by armed separatist
fighters in the Anglophone regions.

In April, Médecins Sans Frontiéres (Doctors Without Borders, MSF) suspended all
its activities in the South-West region following the “unjust detention” of four of
its workers. In December 2020, Cameroonian authorities had suspended MSF ac-
tivities in the North-West region, accusing the organization of being too close to
Anglophone separatists, leaving tens of thousands of people in the region with-
out access to health care.
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Separatist fighters and Islamist armed groups have hindered aid agencies’ ac-
cess in the areas under their control.

On February 25, unidentified armed men kidnapped five MSF workers from their
residence in Fotokol, Far-North region, an area where Boko Haram operates. They
were released a month later.

On February 26, separatist fighters stopped two vehicles from the Cameroon
Baptist Convention Health Services (CBCHS), a nonprofit medical organization,
at a checkpoint in Mile 9o, North-West region. They fired at one vehicle, killing a
46-year-old nurse, and injuring another nurse and a doctor.

On July 2, in the Far-North region, suspected Boko Haram fighters attacked the
Mada hospital in the Logone-et-Chari division, killing one civilian, leading to the
temporary closure of the health facility, and leaving thousands without essential
healthcare.

Attacks by Boko Haram and ISWAP

Attacks and raids by the Islamist armed groups Boko Haram and ISWAP contin-
ued in the Far North region.

The UN Department of Safety and Security (UNDSS) reported an escalation of vio-
lence with 23 attacks by both Boko Haram and ISWAP, leading to 13 civilians
killed, including 2 children and one woman; 12 injured, 10 kidnapped, and an
additional 7, 600 internally displaced. In response to this resurgence of attacks,
Cameron has deployed hundreds of additional troops to the Far North region.

Crackdown on Political Opposition, Dissent

The government continued to limit the ability of the political opposition and civil
society to function freely.

On April 22, four UN special rapporteurs focusing on human rights defenders, ex-
trajudicial executions, the right to freedom of expression and the right to associ-
ation, addressed a letter to Cameroon’s President Paul Biya raising concern over
repeated death threats sent since 2015 to the president of Organic Farming for
Gorillas, a Cameroonian civil-society organization which has exposed abuses by
businesses in the North-West regions.
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On August 11, soldiers arrested Abdul Karim Ali, a prominent Cameroonian An-
glophone peace activist, in Bamenda, North-West region. While there are no offi-
cial charges against Ali, he was told he is accused of “apology for terrorism” for
possessing a video on his phone showing alleged human rights abuses commit-
ted by a Cameroonian soldier against civilians in the country’s English-speaking
regions. As of September, Ali remained in detention awaiting trial.

At least 105 opposition party members and supporters arrested in September
2020 for defying a ban on protests remain in detention as they have been sen-
tenced by military courts to prison terms ranging from two to five years on politi-
cally motivated charges. They include Olivier Bibou Nissack and Alain Fogué
Tedom, two prominent members of the Cameroon Renaissance Movement.

Some detainees died in appalling detention conditions in the country’s prisons,
including Rodrigue Ndagueho Koufet, one of six detainees in Douala prison

who died of cholera between February and April. Koufet had been held arbitrarily
since September 2020 for taking part in peaceful assemblies.

In an October opinion adopted at its 94th session, the UN Working Group on Ar-
bitrary Detention qualified the 2018 arrest and detention of 10 Cameroonian ac-
tivists in Abuja, Nigeria, as arbitrary and called for theirimmediate release. The
group observed that the individuals were forcibly returned from Nigeria to
Cameroon in 2018, in violation of the principle of non-refoulement, and con-
cluded that the overall proceedings of the court did not meet international stan-
dards.

Sexual Orientation and Gender ldentity

Cameroon’s penal code punishes “sexual relations between persons of the
same sex” with up to five years in prison. There was an uptick in violence and
abuse against LGBTI people in Cameroon in 2022.

From March to May, security forces arbitrarily arrested at least 6 people and de-
tained 11, for alleged consensual same-sex conduct and gender nonconformity.
In April, a crowd of about eight men armed with machetes, knives, sticks, and
wooden planks, attacked a group of at least 10 LGBTI people. Gendarmes de-
tained and beat at least two of the victims.

122

HUMAN RIGHTS WATCH

Justice and Accountability

Between January and August, eight hearings were held in the trial of three secu-
rity force members accused of involvement in the killings of 21 civilians in Ngar-
buh village, North-West region. The trial is being held before a military court in
Yaoundé and at time of writing had lasted 21 months. Senior officers who could
have command responsibility have not been arrested or charged, and there are
limited opportunities for access by victims’ families.

In June 2020, the French ambassador to Cameroon told the media that President
Biya had assured him that an investigation would be opened into the death in
custody of journalist Samuel Wazizi in August 2019. However, as of September,
there has not been any progress on the investigation.

In ajune 7 press release, Cameroon’s army spokesperson Col. Cyrille Serge Aton-
fack Guemo acknowledged the military’s responsibility for the killing of nine
people in Missong village, North-West region, on June 1. He said that four sol-
diers have been arrested and an investigation has been opened. As of Septem-
ber, there has not been any progress on the investigation.

In a September 21 press release, the Ministry of Defense acknowledged the re-
sponsibility for the killing of 2 civilians in Momo division, North-West region, on
September 19. The communique indicates that elements of the Defence and Se-
curity Forces acted in violation of the instructions.

Key International Actors

On March 21, the European Union expressed concerns over “the ongoing crisis in
the North-West and South-West regions” and called for “immediate end to the vi-
olence, respect of human rights and humanitarian principles, unimpeded hu-
manitarian access and a safe environment for humanitarian work.”

On April 15, the United States Department of Homeland Security announced the
designation of Cameroon for Temporary Protected Status (TPS) for 18 months.
Cameroonian nationals residing in the US as of April 1, and who cannot safely re-
turn due to the conditions in their home country—including violence by govern-
ment forces and armed groups, destruction of civilian infrastructure, economic
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instability, and food insecurity—will be able to remain in the US until conditions
improve.

On July 25 and 26, French President Emmanuel Macron visited Cameroon and
met with President Biya. The visit focused on strengthening political and eco-
nomic ties between Paris and Yaoundé. Macron did not publicly express con-
cerns on the human rights situation in the country.
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Canada

In September 2021, Prime Minister Justin Trudeau was elected for a third term
following a snap election. In office since 2015, his government has championed
human rights, but longstanding challenges remain across Canada. These include
widespread violations of the rights of marginalized groups including Indigenous
peoples, immigration detainees, people with disabilities, and older people.

The Trudeau government has also failed to address serious human rights con-
cerns beyond Canada’s border, including impunity for abuses by Canadian min-
ing companies overseas. Canada also continues to ignore the need to adopt and
implement robust climate mitigation policies. For over three years, the govern-
ment has also rebuffed calls by Canada-based family members and top United
Nations officials to repatriate dozens of Canadians, most of them children, un-
lawfully detained in life-threatening conditions in northeast Syria.

Rights of Indigenous Peoples

Decades of structural and systemic discrimination against Indigenous peoples
has led to widespread abuses that persist across Canada.

Inadequate access to clean, safe drinking water continues to pose a major pub-
lic health concern in many Indigenous communities and impede efforts to ad-
vance Indigenous rights in Canada, one of the world’s most water-rich countries.

The government of Prime Minister Trudeau committed to end all drinking water
advisories on First Nations reserves by 2021 but, as of September, 28 First Na-
tions communities across Canada remained subject to long-term water advi-
sories, which alert communities when their water is not safe to drink.

In July, Canada signed a US$14 billion final settlement agreement to compensate
First Nations children and families unnecessarily taken into government care due
to its failure to provide funding for child and family services in Indigenous com-
munities.
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Violence against Indigenous Women

In May, a Statistics Canada report found that 81 percent of Indigenous women
who had been in the child-welfare system had been physically or sexually as-
saulted in their lifetime.

In June 2021, the federal government published a report promising a series of
“transformative changes” to address persistent discrimination and violence
against Indigenous women and gender-diverse people. That year, the Trudeau
government released a National Action Plan in response to the National Inquiry
into Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women and Girls’ findings and recom-
mendations. In June, an assessment by the Native Women’s Association of
Canada on the government’s performance deemed it to be a “failure.”

Immigration Detention

People in immigration detention, including persons with disabilities and those
seeking refugee protection in Canada, continue to be regularly handcuffed and
shackled, and at risk of being held indefinitely. With no time limits on immigra-
tion detention, they can be detained for months or years. Many are held in
provincial jails alongside people detained on criminal charges or convictions,
and they are also sometimes subjected to solitary confinement.

The Canada Border Services Agency (CBSA) remains the only major law enforce-
ment agency in Canada without independent civilian oversight. The federal gov-
ernment has introduced oversight legislation, but it has yet to pass. CBSA’s
unchecked exercise of its broad mandate and enforcement powers has repeat-

edly resulted in serious human rights violations in the context of immigration de-

tention.

CBSA has the sole authority to decide where immigration detainees are held: im-

migration holding centers, provincial jails, or other facilities. Following the
launch of a joint Human Rights Watch and Amnesty International campaign,
#WelcomeToCanada, the governments of British Columbia, Nova Scotia, Alberta
and Manitoba gave notice of termination of their immigration detention con-
tracts with the federal government. This means CBSA will no longer have the
power to detain refugee claimants and migrants in those provinces’ jails solely
on immigration grounds.
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Corporate Accountability

Canada is home to more than half of the world’s mining companies, with Cana-
dian companies operating in nearly 100 countries and holding foreign mining as-
sets estimated at US$130 billion. The government of Prime Minister Trudeau has
not taken adequate steps to ensure that Canadian authorities exercise meaning-
ful oversight of Canadian extractive companies operating abroad.

The Canadian Ombudsperson for Responsible Enterprise (CORE), appointed in
April 2019 to address corporate human rights challenges and receive complaints
about Canadian garment, mining, oil and gas companies’ conduct abroad, still
does not have the authority or independence required to effectively investigate
claims of wrongdoing or compel documents and witness testimony.

In March, two private members bills were tabled in the House of Commons
aimed at advancing accountability for human rights abuses linked to Canadian
companies’ operations or supply chains abroad. Bill C-262 would require compa-
nies to identify, prevent, and mitigate human rights abuses throughout their
global operations and supply chains, including violations to the right to a
healthy environment. The bill provides affected communities with a statutory
right to bring a civil lawsuit against a company in a Canadian court to seek jus-
tice and remedy for causing harm or failing to undertake human rights due dili-
gence. Bill C-263 seeks to establish an Office of the Commissioner for
Responsible Business Conduct Abroad, essentially transforming the CORE into a
corporate watchdog able to independently investigate allegations of abuse.

In June, Canada’s parliament unanimously consented to a second reading of a
bill that would expand an existing prohibition on importing goods produced with
forced labor to include goods produced with child labour. Bill S-211, would re-
quire government and private entities to submit annual reports on any measures
taken to prevent and reduce the risk of forced or child labor in their supply
chains.

In April, a coalition of Canadian civil society organizations filed a complaint with
the CORE urging the body to investigate allegations that products sold by 14
Canadian companies are made in whole or in part with forced labor in China.
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Right to Education

The education ministries of Ontario and Quebec failed to act following reports
that they had recommended unsafe online learning products for children during
the Covid-19 pandemic. Five products surveilled or had the capacity to surveil
children online, outside of school hours, and deep into their private lives, and
transmitted children’s personal data to advertising technology companies.

Counterterrorism

Since February and March 2019, the Kurdish-led authorities in northeast Syria
have arbitrarily detained an estimated four dozen Canadians in locked desert
camps and prisons for Islamic State (ISIS) suspects and their families. Despite
being held in appalling and life-threatening conditions, the government of Prime
Minister Trudeau continues to fail to take adequate steps to assist and repatriate
these nationals. To date, none of the Canadians have been charged with a crime
or brought before a judge to review the legality and necessity of their detention.
More than half of the Canadian detainees are children.

In January 2021, Global Affairs Canada adopted a consular policy framework
specifically for this group of citizens that makes it near-impossible for them to
return home. The policy, made public in February 2022, was not shared with the
detainees or their family members seeking assistance for nearly a year.

In February, more than a dozen UN independent experts called on Canada to ur-
gently repatriate a gravely ill Canadian woman, Kimberly Polman. Despite offers
of assistance by a former US ambassador, Canada prevented herand an unre-
lated young Canadian child from coming home for life-saving medical care that
month. Polman remained in detention until late October, when she was repatri-
ated with another Canadian woman and two children.

In June, UN experts sent an urgent appeal to Canada relating to the plight of a
detained Canadian man expressing serious concern about his continued deten-
tion in northeast Syria. The appeal called for the repatriation of all Canadian citi-
zens. UN officials including Secretary-General Anténio Guterres have repeatedly
called on all countries with nationals held in northeast Syria to repatriate their
citizens for rehabilitation, reintegration, and prosecution as warranted.

128

HUMAN RIGHTS WATCH

Climate Change Policy and Impacts

As a top 10 global greenhouse gas emitter, and one of the highest per capita
emitters in the world, Canada is contributing to the climate crisis, and taking a
growing toll on human rights around the globe. Since being re-elected in 2021,
the Trudeau government has repeated its pledges to pursue ambitious action to
reduce greenhouse gas emissions. In March, the government released a new
Emissions Reduction Plan (ERP), setting out how it intends to meet its commit-
ment to cut greenhouse gas emissions 40-45 percent below 2005 levels by 2030.
According to Climate Action Tracker, Canada’s climate goals are not sufficient to
meet the Paris Agreement goal to limit global warming to 1.5°C above pre-indus-
trial levels.

Canada is the top public financier of fossil fuels among G20 nations and proj-
ects increased oil and gas production through 2050. Canadian oil sands are
among the most carbon intensive and polluting oil production methods
globally. The government continues to permit oil and gas pipeline expansions,
including on First Nations’ lands. Plans to increase fossil fuel production disre-
gard the government’s human rights obligation to adopt and implement robust
climate mitigation policies.

Federal and provincial climate change policies have failed to put in place ade-
quate measures to support First Nations in adapting to current and anticipated
impacts of climate change and have largely ignored the impacts of climate
change on First Nations’ right to food. A 2022 report by the Canadian Climate In-
stitute found that the climate crisis, especially permafrost thaw, is widening the
Northern infrastructure gap and putting communities at risk. Much more govern-
ment action is needed to address the impact of the climate crisis on First Nations
and to ensure that appropriate food subsidies and health resources are avail-
able to all who need them.

The British Columbia’s Coroner’s report from June 2022 confirmed there was in-
adequate government response during the June 2021 “heat dome” that resulted
in 619 deaths— mostly among older people and people with disabilities. In
March, the province hosted small, limited engagements with heat-sensitive pop-
ulations, including people with disabilities and older people. It remains unclear
how the recommendations from people with lived experience will inform govern-
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ment policy. In July, the BC government released its new climate adaptation
strategy which includes steps to prepare for and address heat risks but fails to
discuss how these can be applied to at-risk populations.

Sexual Orientation and Gender Identity

Prime Minister Trudeau’s government has taken significant steps domestically

and internationally to advance the rights of leshian, gay, bisexual, and transgen-

der (LGBT) people. In August, the federal government launched its first national

action plan to advance and strengthen LGBT rights at home and abroad, commit-

ting US$72 million over five years to develop and implement the plan.

Key International Actors

In March, the UN Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against
Women (CEDAW) called on Canada to address long-standing gender-based dis-
crimination in the country’s Indian Act, which continues to discriminate against
Indigenous women.

In April, the UN Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination (CERD) ex-

pressed concerns about the “escalated use of force, surveillance, and criminal-
ization against land defenders and peaceful protesters.” The committee urged
Canada to stop construction on two natural gas and oil projects until the govern-
ment obtains consent from affected Indigenous communities.

In June, the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child called on Canada to “take
immediate measures to repatriate Canadian children” from northeast Syria and

“provide them with appropriate assistance for their full physical and psychologi-

cal recovery and social reintegration.”

Foreign Policy

Since Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine in February, Canada imposed a se-
ries of targeted sanctions on more than 1,150 individuals and entities complicit
in human rights abuses. Canadian sanctions also targeted Russia’s oil, gas and
chemical industries, defense sector and officials and entities involved in disin-

formation efforts. In March, Canada referred the situation in Ukraine to the Inter-
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national Criminal Court (ICC) in coordination with other ICC states parties.

In March, Canada, in coordination with the United Kingdom and the United
States, imposed targeted sanctions against individuals and entities “responsi-
ble for procuring and supplying arms and military equipment” to the Myanmar
military, including the commander of the Air Force.

At the March session of the UN Human Rights Council, Canada and seven Latin
American states presented a resolution to create a group of experts charged with
investigating human rights violations in Nicaragua. The resolution passed by a
vote of 20 to 7.

In September, Canada co-led the resolution with a group of Latin American
states to renew the mandate of the UN Fact-Finding Mission on Venezuela,
charged with investigating grave human rights violations committed by all par-
ties in Venezuela since 2014. The resolution was approved by 19 votes in favour.

In July, following a decision of the International Court of Justice (ICJ) declaring
the admissibility of the case, Canada reaffirmed its intention to intervene, to-
gether with the Netherlands, in proceedings relating to Gambia’s case before the
court alleging that Myanmar’s atrocities against the Rohingya violated the Geno-
cide Convention.

At this session, Canada also supported a resolution renewing the mandate of
the Sri Lanka Accountability Project tasked with collecting evidence of interna-
tional crimes during and following the civil war.

Canada, together with 46 other countries, also supported a joint statement at
the UN Human Rights Council on the human rights situation in China calling on
authorities to end the arbitrary detention of Muslim Uyghurs and other communi-
ties in Xinjiang.

In October, following the widespread outcry over the death of an Iranian woman
in the custody of Tehran’s “morality police,” Canada imposed targeted sanctions
on Iranian officials, including the Iranian Revolutionary Guard Corp (IRGC)’s top
leadership, rendering them inadmissible to Canada for life.
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Central African Republic

Despite a unilateral ceasefire declared by President Faustin Archange Touadéra
in October 2021, ongoing conflicts in the Central African Republic continued to
seriously affect civilians in 2022. Fighting between the national army, alongside
Russian mercenaries and Rwandan forces, and elements of the Coalition of Patri-
ots for Change (Coalition des patriotes pour le changement, CPC) was at times
intense, with dozens of civilians killed in some attacks.

Security conditions hampered humanitarian relief and grave violations of human
rights and international humanitarian law have resulted in high numbers of
refugees and internally displaced people.

Russian mercenaries from Wagner—a Russian private military security contractor
with apparent links to the Russian government—are deployed in the country. Ru-
mors around Wagner’s official presence circulated for years, which government
officials have denied. But in June, Fidéle Gouandjika, minister special advisor to
the president, suggested to international media that forces were indeed from
Wagner.

The group’s control over some road checkpoints makes travel difficult outside
the capital, Bangui. While officially in the country to serve as military instructors,
in the past the United Nations had reported several instances in which these
mercenaries participated in active fighting and were implicated in human rights
abuses and violations of international humanitarian law.

Russian speaking forces, possibly from Wagner, carried out an attack in Ouham
province, outside Bossangoa, killing at least 12 people in July 2021. The govern-
ment committed to investigate the crime via a special commission of inquiry that
at time of writing had yet to publish any findings. The UN reported that foreign
forces, possibly from Russia, recruited anti-balaka militia to fight other armed
groups.

The country remained dangerous for humanitarian actors, with over 87 attacks
on them registered between January and July.
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Attacks on Civilians

From December 6 to 13, 2021, anti-balaka fighters carried out an attack on the
village of Boyo in Ouaka province, according to the UN. Over the course of the
eight days, at least 20 civilians were killed, 5 women and girls raped, at least 547
houses burned and looted, and more than 1,000 villagers forced to flee.

In March, the rebel group Return, Reclamation and Rehabilitation (3R) launched
attacks against civilians in Ouham-Pendé province, including at Nzakoundou
where at least four civilians were killed.

In May, the Union for Peace in Central Africa (UPC) attacked a village and killed at
least 10 civilians in Bokolobo, Ouaka province, according to the UN. The UPC’s
military leader Ali Darassa, who is also the chief of staff for the CPC, claimed the
attacks were carried out by the national army and its allies.

In a February meeting at the UN security council, the United States accused fight-
ers from Wagner of committing serious human rights abuses, including the sum-
mary execution of 30 people in Aighando, Haute Kotto province, in January.
Russia said the accusations were not verified.

Media and other sources have made allegations about Russian mercenaries car-
rying out attacks on artisanal miners in the border zones between Central African
Republic and Sudan from March to May.

Constitutional Referendum

In March, Touadéra’s party, the United Hearts Movement (Mouvement Cceurs
unis, MCU), attempted to introduce a constitutional amendment that would re-
move the two-term limit and allow the president to run for a third term. Touadéra
was first elected in 2016 and was re-elected in 2020 amid a military offensive by
the CPC. The changes were first proposed during a “republican dialogue”—
promised by Touadéra after his re-election in 2020—which was boycotted by
most of the opposition. The proposals sparked an outcry from civil society and
the opposition. Nonetheless, in May, political allies of President Touadéra again
proposed changes to the constitution that would let him keep running for office,
prompting opposition protests.
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In August, Touadéra announced a constitutional referendum. Later that month
he created a committee responsible for drafting a new constitution to propose
changes to enable him to run for a third term.

In September, the Constitutional Court ruled in response to a petition filed by a
civil society group that the decree setting up the committee “was not in compli-
ance with the country’s constitution.”

On October 17, the minister in charge of the general secretariat of the govern-
ment and relations with institutions, Maxime Balalou, announced the retirement
of the president of the Constitutional Court, Daniéle Darlan, and instructed the
government to take steps to replace her. On October 19, Darlan wrote to Balalou
stating that the minister’s decision to dismiss a judge from the court is unconsti-
tutional and reiterated her intentions to finish her term, set to expire in March
2024. Daniéle Darlan was dismissed on October 24 by presidential decree.

The next presidential vote is scheduled for 2025.

Justice for Serious Crimes

In March 2022, Chad surrendered a former anti-balaka military coordinator,
Maxime Mokom, to the International Criminal Court (ICC). Mokom had fled to
Chad after having taken part in the CPC’s unsuccessful bid to take Bangui in
2020. Mokom had previously been one of the highest ranked anti-balaka leaders
in the country and in 2019 was appointed minister for disarmament, de-mobi-
lization, re-integration, and repatriation under a failed peace deal. The ICC had
issued his arrest warrant under seal in 2018 on charges of war crimes and crimes
against humanity committed between December 5, 2013, and at least December
2014.

In April, the Special Criminal Court (SCC)—part of the domestic justice system
but which has both national and international staff and benefits from extensive
UN and other international assistance—opened its first trial. The case is against
three suspects from the 3R rebel group, Issa Sallet Adoum, Ousman Yaouba, and
Tahir Mahamat, who are accused of being responsible for war crimes and crimes
against humanity committed in May 2019 in Koundjili and Lemouna in Ouham
Pende province. On October 31, the court convicted the three men of war crimes
and crimes against humanity.
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In August, the ICC made public an arrest warrant for Noureddine Adam, the for-
mer number two of the Seleka. The warrant, which dates to January 2019, states
that Adam is wanted on charges of war crimes and crimes against humanity, in-
cluding torture. He is reportedly currently in Sudan. Adam oversaw Seleka fight-
ers, and Human Rights Watch documented how fighters under his command
likely committed atrocities in Bangui and nearby areas since 2013. After he fled
Bangui in 2014, Adam took command of other armed groups in the northeast of
the country.

In September, the ICC trial of Seleka commander Mahamat Said Abdel Kani
began in The Hague. Said is accused of war crimes and crimes against humanity
committed in Bangui in 2013 and was an “immediate subordinate” of Adam, ac-
cording to the court. He is the first Seleka leader to face charges before the ICC.

The trials of anti-balaka leaders Patrice-Edouard Ngaissona and Alfred Yékatom
continued at the ICC. The charges against both include war crimes and crimes
against humanity committed between December 2013 and December 2014.
Ngaissona was arrested in France and transferred to the ICC in December 2018.
Yékatom was transferred to the ICC by Central African Republic authorities in No-
vember 2018.

Hassan Bouba, a government minister, who faces charges for war crimes and
crimes against humanity at the SCC remained a fugitive. Bouba was a leader of
the UPCand in 2017, he was named a special councilor to the president, and
later became the minister of livestock and animal health. The UPC started com-
mitting serious abuses in the Ouaka province in 2014. Bouba was expelled from
the group in January 2021. In late November 2021, national gendarmes released
Bouba from detention in defiance of SCC orders and escorted him home. He was
scheduled to appear before the SCC that day for a custody hearing but did not do
s0.

Displacement and Humanitarian Needs

The number of internally displaced persons (IDPs) remained high due to fighting.
Over 1.3 million Central Africans, according to the UN, were either refugees in
neighboring countries (735,000) or internally displaced (654,000) as of Septem-
ber 2022. Conditions for IDPs and refugees, many of whom stay in camps, re-
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mained harsh. Assistance to IDPs was seriously hampered by attacks on humani-
tarians and general insecurity in the country.

About 3.1 million people, out of a population of 4.9 million, needed humanitar-
ian assistance. The humanitarian response plan was underfunded, with a budget
gap of around US$136 million as of September 2022.

Women and Girls’ Rights

Insecurity and ongoing violence created a hostile environment for women and
girls. Sexual violence remains a threat for women and girls, particularly for those
who are internally displaced. According to the 2021 Human Development Report,
the country ranks 159 out of 162 countries with a gender inequality index of
0.680. Women are underrepresented in decision-making and suffer one of the
highest maternal mortality rates in the world.

Girls are severely affected by unwanted pregnancies and child marriage: 229 per
1,000 adolescent girls and women ages 15 to 19 gave birth; and 68 percent of
girls are married before turning 18. The country has the second highest preva-
lence of child marriage globally.

Children’s Rights

The UN verified that at least 329 children, some as young as age 7, were recruited
by parties to the conflict in 2021, including by national armed forces. At least 104
children were killed or maimed, primarily from gunshots and crossfire. The UN
verified 211 cases of rape or other sexual violence against girls. At least 52
schools were attacked, including 26 by government or pro-government forces,
and an additional 55 schools were used for military purposes, primarily by gov-
ernment forces.

Key International Actors

The UN Security Council and the United States imposed sanctions on Ali
Darassa, the leader of the UPC, in December 2021. As the group’s founder and
leader, he was implicated in serious human rights abuses, including the killing
of civilians, torture, rape and causing displacement.
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Under the Child Soldier Prevention Act, the US added the Central African Repub-
lic to its list of governments using child soldiers for the first time since 2014. The
designation entails sanctions on military assistance, in the absence of a presi-
dential waiver.

The UN peacekeeping mission, MINUSCA, deployed 11,598 military peacekeep-
ers and 2,085 police across many parts of the country. Under Chapter VIl of the
UN Charter, the mission is authorized to take all necessary means to protect the
civilian population from the threat of physical violence and to “implement a mis-
sion-wide protection strategy.” In November 2021, the UN Security Council ex-
tended the mandate of the mission for an additional year.

In April, the governments of Cameroon, the Central African Republic, Chad, the
Republic of Congo, the Democratic Republic of the Congo, the Sudan, and South
Sudan adopted a declaration aimed at creating regional action to help displaced
Central Africans.
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Chad

April 2022 marked one year since Mahamat Idriss Déby Itno seized power and
declared himself head of the Transitional Military Council (Conseil militaire de
transition, CMT) following the sudden death of his father Idriss Deby Itno, presi-
dent since 1990. Security forces used excessive force, including live ammunition
and tear gas, to disperse opposition-led demonstrations across the country, and
arbitrarily arrested demonstrators, many of whom reported torture and other ill-
treatment in detention.

Free, fair, and credible elections by October 2022, as promised by Mahamat
Déby, did not happen and were postponed.

On August 8, the transitional military council and more than 4o rebel groups
signed a peace accord in Doha, Qatar, to end a decades long conflict and initiate
a broader national dialogue. The accord was welcomed by the United Nations
and the African Union Commission chief Moussa Faki Mahamat. However, nine
armed factions, including the Front for Change and Concord in Chad (Front pour
I’alternance et la concorde au Tchad - FACT), the Libya-based group whose fight-
ing led to the death of the former president in April 2021, rejected the deal, say-
ing it did not consider their demands.

On August 20, the national dialogue—a series of talks to be attended by all seg-
ments of Chadian society and aimed at defining a timeline and rules for presi-
dential elections— opened in the capital, N’'Djamena. Some members and
supporters of opposition parties and civil society organizations have refused to
participate in the dialogue, deeming it “not inclusive.”

On October 1, the national dialogue adopted a measure to extend the transition
for a maximum of 24 months and delegates decided that Mahamat Déby would
remain as interim head of state, despite warnings from international partners
that transitional authorities should not monopolize power. The forum further al-
lowed him to run for president when elections are held.

On October 20, security forces fired on protesters in several cities across the
country killing at least 5o people and injuring dozens of others. The protests,
which were banned the previous day, marked the date the military administra-
tion had initially promised to hand over power to a civilian government.
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Crackdown on Political Opposition, Dissent

The military junta harassed, intimidated, and occasionally prosecuted opposi-
tion political parties and supporters. Security forces continued to enjoy wide-
spread impunity for the excessive use of force against demonstrators.

Security forces killed at least 13 people—including a 12-year-old child—and in-
jured over 8o people in Abéché, Ouaddai province on January 24 and 25. Secu-
rity forces violently dispersed a demonstration there against plans to appoint a
new traditional chief from the ethnic Bani Halba community, killing three protes-
tors. The following day, security forces opened fire at the funeral for those killed,
killing an additional 10 people and injuring at least 40 others.

In May, Chadian authorities arrested six members and supporters of Wakit
Tamma, a coalition of Chadian opposition parties and civil society organizations,
for participating in a May 14 demonstration and charged them with “disturbing
the public order, harm to property, and physical assault.” In the days following
the arrests, the Chadian bar association announced a strike in protest of the po-
litically motivated charges.

Wakit Tamma led demonstrations across the country the week of May 14 de-
nouncing France’s military presence in Chad and its perceived support for the
military junta. Three months later, authorities barred Wakit Tamma outright from
protesting ahead of the opening of the National Inclusive Dialogue.

Political repression continued to escalate after the official launch of the national
dialogue.

Security forces used excessive force, including tear gas, in N’'Djamena on Sep-
tember 2, 3, and 9, injuring scores of protesters and arresting over 220 people,
mostly members and supporters of the opposition party The Transformers (Les
Transformateurs), several of whom reported being held in detention in inhuman
conditions, including lack of space, hygiene, ventilation, and light. On Septem-
ber 3, security forces also beat four Chadian journalists, including Aristide
Djimalde, a 25-year-old female reporter working for Chadian media Alwihda Info,
and arrested three of them for covering the security forces’ crackdown on oppo-
sition.
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In the aftermath of the October 20 protests, officers from the army, gendarmes,
and police beat and arrested hundreds of people, many apparently arbitrarily.
Following the crackdown, the Prime Minister announced that government would
create a “judicial commission” to establish responsibility for the abuses. On Oc-
tober 21, the justice minister ordered several courts across the country to open
cases on the protests and the security forces response.

Abuses by Armed Groups

The Islamist armed groups Boko Haram and the Islamic State in West Africa
Province (ISWAP) continued to carry out unlawful attacks against civilians as well
as against security forces in the Lake Chad area.

In the Sahel, Chad has been providing substantial military contributions to re-
gional counterterrorism operations for years. Operation Barkhane, the French-
led counterinsurgency operation against armed Islamist groups in the Sahel, is
headquartered in N’'Djamena, and the country currently contributes the third-
highest number of troops to the United Nations Multidimensional Integrated Sta-
bilization Mission in Mali (MINUSMA).

Chad is a member of the Gg Sahel, a joint force for fighting terror in the region
which also comprises Burkina Faso, Mauritania, Niger, and until recently, Mali.

International and National Justice

Former Chadian President Hisséne Habré died of Covid-19 on August 24, 2021,
while serving a life sentence. Habré was convicted of crimes against humanity,
war crimes and torture on May 30, 2016, by an African Union-backed court in
Dakar, Senegal. He was also convicted of sexual crimes, including rape and the
sexual slavery of women to serve his soldiers.

On September 19, the Chadian government announced it had released 10 billion
FCFA (USD $14.8 million) to compensate victims and survivors of Habré era
abuses, many of whom have been waiting since the 2016 conviction to receive
their court-ordered compensation.
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On December 24, the transitional government granted amnesty to nearly 300
rebels and political dissidents who had been convicted of grave offenses includ-
ing recruiting child soldiers.

Sexual Orientation and Gender ldentity

Article 354 of the 2017 Penal Code prohibits “sexual relations with a person of
one’s own sex.” Under the code, individuals convicted of same-sex relations
face up to two years’ imprisonment and a fine between 50,000 a 500,000 CFA
francs (roughly US$75-750).

Women’s Rights

In July, the Chadian government banned young girls from leaving the country
without parental permission allegedly in response to concerns over “a migratory
flow of young girls” leaving for the “purpose of exploitation.” Chad has the high-
est rate of child marriage in the world, with 70 percent of girls being married be-
fore the age of 18. In August, an Islamic High Court in the northeastern region of
Mangalmé ruled that people who refuse a marriage proposal must pay a fine
known as “amchilini”. Women’s rights groups have denounced the “amchilini”
fine and the ban on young girls from leaving the country, noting that it is discrim-
inatory and violates girls’ right to freedom of movement.

Social and Economic Rights

According to the World Food Programme, Chad has one of the highest levels of
hunger in the world and an estimated 42 percent of the population live in
poverty. For decades, the country has underinvested in social protection while
climate change and desertification have negatively impacted agricultural yields.

In June, Mahamat Déby declared a national food emergency as international
grain prices dramatically increased following the onset of the Russia-Ukraine
watr. Since the beginning of the Covid-19 pandemic, the number of people esti-
mated to be experiencing acute food insecurity in the country increased by
nearly 70 percent. Between June and September, during the year’s lean season,
2.1 million people were estimated to require humanitarian food assistance.
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Chile

Gabriel Boric won the December 2021 presidential election and, despite a highly
polarized campaign, his opponent rapidly recognized the results.

In 2020, Chileans overwhelmingly supported writing a new constitution, butin
September 2022 rejected the draft written by a constitutional convention. As of
October, political parties were in negotiations to initiate a new constituent
process.

Both the presidential election and the constitutional process respected demo-
cratic principles, which stood out in a hemisphere where political leaders have
tried to undermine democracy in recent years.

Authorities have taken initial steps to reform the national police but have yet to
make crucial changes to the disciplinary system and protocols.

Chile faces important human rights challenges regarding migrants, refugees,
women, children, Indigenous people, and lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgen-
der (LGBT) people.

The Boric administration has consistently promoted human rights abroad, re-
gardless of the ideology of the government committing the abuses.

Constituent Process

Massive protests over deficiencies in the provision of public services, an in-
crease in the price of public transportation, and economic inequality erupted
across Chile in October 2019. Police used excessive force against demonstrators
and bystanders.

As an “institutional exit” from the crisis, political parties then agreed to consult
the citizenry on a constituent process.

In 2020, an overwhelming majority of Chileans voted to establish a convention
to write a new constitution; in May 2021, under a unique convention framework
set by Congress that included gender parity and almost 10 percent of reserved
seats for Indigenous people, voters selected representatives.
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In July 2022, the convention presented the draft of a new constitution, which in-
cluded protection for many rights. It also made important changes to the justice
system and presidential powers, and restructured the legislative branch.

On September 4, almost 62 percent of voters rejected the draft constitution. That
night, President Boric called on Congress and civil society to agree on a new con-
stituent process. As of October, political parties were in negotiations to initiate a
new constituent process

Police Reform

Hundreds of complaints of use of excessive force against protesters and ill-treat-
ment of detainees since 2019 prompted calls for police reform but have not yet
led to structural changes.

Chile’s national police, the Carabineros, have updated various public-order pro-
tocols, including on use of anti-riot shotguns. However, deficiencies remain,
leaving ample room for abuse.

Chile’s laws granting the Carabineros broad powers of detention, which they ex-
ercise with very little oversight, have not been amended. Studies based on offi-
cial data show that carabineros may have used these powers in a discriminatory
way for years, targeting migrants, women, and people living in poverty.

A legal reform that went into effect in February 2022 included some measures of
transparency and civilian oversight but did not overhaul the Carabineros’ disci-
plinary regime, which fails to guarantee independent and impartial investiga-
tions.

In August, the Boric administration established a police reform commission—
made up of cabinet members, undersecretaries, and carabineros—and a reform
advisory unit—made up of congresspeople, governors, mayors, nongovernmen-
tal organizations, and experts. The objective is to advance efficiency, trans-
parency and probity, a gender and human rights approach to policing, and full
subordination of police to civilian authorities.

As of July 2021, 1,433 administrative investigations of carabineros for involve-
ment in “acts of violence” had resulted in 158 disciplinary sanctions, including
the firing of 22 police.
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By April 2022, the Attorney General’s Office had reported only 16 convictions
from 8,581 investigations of police abuses allegedly committed from October
2019 through March 2020.

Migrants and Asylum Seekers’ Rights

Chile hosts some 1.4 million migrants, particularly Venezuelans, Peruvians, and
Haitians.

Between 2010 and 2021, authorities reported granting only 701 of almost 22,000
applications for refugee status and rejecting around 7,000. Migration policies
since 2019 have made it increasingly difficult for many people to obtain visas or
asylum. A series of 2021 rulings by the Supreme Court and appeals courts ex-
posed violations of due process in hundreds of deportations and ordered those
deportations to be stopped.

Under an immigration law that took effect in February 2022, illegal entry is not a
crime. Yet the law allows immediate expulsion of migrants who cross or attempt
to cross the border, raising due process concerns.

Collective expulsions of people already living in Chile, carried out during the ad-
ministration of former President Sebastian Pifiera (2018-22), stopped during
Boric’s administration. The National Migration Service said it continues to deport
individuals “who have committed a crime and have a criminal record.”

In February, then-President Pifiera declared a state of emergency in four northern
provinces to control irregular immigration, stationing troops near the border with
Bolivia and Per(. At President Boric’s request, Congress approved an extension
of the state of emergency but Boric let it expire in April, while maintaining heavy
military presence in the border areas.

Also in March, President Boric called for a regional plan to respond to Venezue-
lan migration, proposing a quota system.

Seven migrants died crossing the high-altitude border from Bolivia to Chile from
January through July.

Anti-migrant protests and xenophobic attacks continued during 2022, forcing
some migrants out of Chile.
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Women'’s and Girls’ Rights

Chile’s 28-year total abortion ban ended in 2017, when the Constitutional Court
upheld a law decriminalizing abortion when the life of a pregnant person is at
risk, the fetus is non-viable, or a pregnancy results from rape. As of September 5,
official statistics showed 320 people had received legal abortions in 2022.

Health facilities impose unnecessary hurdles, including restrictive and discre-
tionary interpretations of exceptions to the ban. Around 50 percent of public
health obstetricians have registered as conscientious objectors and refuse to
perform abortions in cases of rape. Private hospitals and clinics can also register
as conscientious objectors.

The rejected draft of a new constitution established that the state should ensure
access to abortion. An Ipsos survey in 2021 showed over 70 percent of Chileans
support legalizing abortion in some or all circumstances.

The group Women’s Network Against Violence Against Women reported 35 vic-
tims of femicide from January through early September 2022, compared to 29 re-
ported by the government. Since 2020, the law no longer requires a relationship
between the perpetrator and victim for a killing to be considered femicide.

One of President Boric’s first initiatives was to introduce a gender-balanced cabi-
net.

Indigenous Rights

Long-standing conflict between the government and certain Mapuche Indige-
nous activists continues. Activists told Human Rights Watch that no government,
including the Boric administration so far, has properly addressed core com-
plaints regarding land rights, political representation, and security.

A state of emergency declared by former President Pifiera in four southern
provinces in 2021 expired in March 2022. President Boric declared a state of
emergency, in May, in the same provinces, citing increasing violence and road
blockades. As of October, the state of emergency remained.
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Sexual Orientation and Gender Identity

In March, a law came into effect recognizing same-sex couples’ right to civil mar-
riage, joint adoption, and assisted reproductive technology, among other rights.
Data obtained by Fundacién Iguales, a Chilean organization, indicates that 170
same-sex couples married during the law’s first month. As of September, the
Civil Registry had registered 395 children of same-sex couples. Fundacion
Iguales cited problems with the implementation of the law, especially in the reg-
istration of children of same-sex couples, as well as with the excessive delay in
the delivery of birth and marriage certificates.

Children’s Rights

After complaints of sexual exploitation and human rights violations in shelters
for children separated from their families, the National Service for Minors
(SENAME) underwent structural reforms. In 2021, a new National Specialized
Protection Service for Children and Adolescents took over SENAME’s child pro-
tection programs. Passage, in September 2022, of a bill creating a National
Youth Social Reintegration Service—to reintegrate into society children in con-
flict with the law—will allow closure of SENAME once the president signs it into
law. The bill also requires Chile to create a specialized juvenile justice system,
with expert prosecutors, judges, and defenders.

Human Rights Watch found that Aprendo en Linea, an online learning product
used by the Education Ministry during the Covid-19 pandemic, used an invasive
technique that captured information and transmitted children’s personal data to
an advertising technology company. As of September, the Education Ministry
had failed to stop the children’s violation of privacy.

Disability Rights

Chile’s laws strip many people with disabilities of their legal capacity, including
by providing for full guardianship, and use derogatory language. In August,
members of the Chamber of Deputies presented a bill to replace “crazy and in-
sane,” in the Criminal Code, with “people with psychosocial disability,” but
failed to address restrictions on legal capacity.
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The rejected draft constitution included provisions protecting rights of people
with disabilities, including to enjoy legal capacity.

Prison Conditions and Pretrial Detention

The prison population increased more than 10 percent in a year, surpassing
43,000 people as of August 2022, about 3 percent above the facilities’ capacity.

Thirty-seven percent of detainees awaited trial, as of August. Chile’s criminal
code allows broad use of pretrial detention and does not establish a maximum
period for it.

As of April 2021, the Attorney General’s Office had identified 570 criminal gangs
operating inside prisons, which it considered a threat to other detainees. The of-
fice pledged, in September 2022, to work with the government and prison police
to address crimes inside Chilean prisons.

Confronting Past Abuses

Chilean courts continue to try agents of Augusto Pinochet’s dictatorship (1973-
1990) for human rights abuses.

In June, former military officer Miguel Krassnoff and two former police officers
were convicted in the 1975 homicide of a teacher. It was the 8oth conviction for
Krassnoff, who participated in the assault on the presidential house during the
coup against former President Salvador Allende, and it raised his prison sen-
tence to 9oo years for crimes against humanity.

Key International Actors

President Boric has consistently criticized human rights abuses in other coun-
tries—including El Salvador, Venezuela, Nicaragua, and Cuba-regardless of the
political ideology of the government committing those abuses. He called the im-
prisonment of opposition candidates for Nicaragua’s 2021 elections “unaccept-
able.”

Chile signed the Los Angeles Declaration on Migration and Protection, commit-
ting to strengthen and expand paths toward safe legal migration and asylum.
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In June, Chile ratified the Escaz( Agreement, an international treaty protecting
environmental defenders and guaranteeing rights related to the environment.

Chile and five other Latin American countries led the renewal of the mandate for

the UN Independent International Fact-Finding Mission on Venezuela in October.

The same month, Chile was elected as a member of the UN Human Rights Coun-
cil for the 2023-2025 term.
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China

Repression deepened across China in 2022. Xi Jinping secured an unprece-
dented third term as the general secretary of the Chinese Communist Party, mak-
ing him the country’s most powerful leader since Mao Zedong. In October, a man
draped two banners over a bridge in Beijing, calling for the “dictatorial traitor” Xi
to be removed, and for freedoms and universal suffrage for people in China. The
lone protestor inspired solidarity protests around the world.

The Chinese government tightened its Covid-19 restrictions, imposing repeated,
unpredictable lockdowns on hundreds of millions of people. In some cases, offi-
cials used barbed wire, metal bars, and large barriers to prevent people from
leaving their homes. In Sichuan province, residents were unable to leave build-
ings even during an earthquake. During these lockdowns—which lasted from
days to weeks—people reported difficulties accessing food and medical care, in
some cases leading to deaths. Others reported privacy violations, censorship,
disruptions to their livelihoods, and government brutality as police and health
officials kicked and shoved people who resisted Covid restrictions. In Tibet and
Xinjiang, residents reported even more draconian Covid-19 controls imposed by
local authorities already severely limiting rights.

China suffered its most severe heat wave ever recorded, causing widespread
power shortages that prompted authorities to revert to using coal, and under-
scoring the urgency of a transition to clean energy.

Beijing and Hong Kong authorities continued their assault on human rights in
the territory, a downward trajectory that is expected to continue as Beijing ap-
pointed an abusive former police official, John Lee, as the city’s chief executive.

International attention to Chinese government human rights violations grew.
Eight governments engaged in a diplomatic boycott of the 2022 Beijing Winter
Olympics in protest. In June, entry into force of the United States Uyghur Forced
Labor Prevention Act established a presumption that goods from Xinjiang are
made from forced labor and cannot be imported. In August, the former United
Nations high commissioner for human rights released her report on Xinjiang,
concluding that the abuses in the region “may constitute crimes against human-
ity.”
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Hong Kong

Hong Kong authorities attacked press freedom. National security police raided
the office of influential media outlet Stand News on December 29, 2021, charged
its editors with sedition, and effectively forced it to close; this prompted seven
other outlets to close within two weeks. In April, police arrested the ex-Stand
News columnist and veteran journalist, Allen Au, on baseless charges of sedi-
tion. Later that month, the Hong Kong Foreign Correspondents’ Club canceled
the Human Rights Press Awards, citing fear of arrest. In September, police
charged Hong Kong Journalists Association chair Ronson Chan with “obstructing
police officers” during a reporting assignment.

In August, the High Court ruled that journalistic materials are not legally pro-
tected under the draconian National Security Law (NSL). The decision affirmed
the legality of police searches of the phones of media tycoon Jimmy Lai, who
faces three NSL charges and one sedition charge, along with six other executives
of Hong Kong’s former leading pro-democracy paper Apple Daily.

At least 231 people have been arrested for allegedly violating the NSL since it
was imposed on June 30, 2020, and for “sedition,” a colonial-era law the author-
ities have revived to crush dissent. The NSL imposes a presumption against bail,
a rule inconsistent with the presumption of innocence. Among the 138 individu-
als charged, most had been under pretrial detention for nearly a year or more.

In May, police charged 9o-year-old pro-democracy advocate Cardinal Joseph Zen
and five others for failing to properly register the legal aid group 612 Humanitar-
ian Relief Fund. Under police pressure, in July, the Bar Association opened in-
quiries into the professional conduct of at least 35 barristers who represented
the fund’s beneficiaries.

After police arrested unionists and effectively forced many unions to disband, in
September the government further restricted union activities by requiring
founders of new unions to pledge that they will not threaten “national security.”

Censorship is now commonplace in Hong Kong. In May, a government-run book
fair banned several publishers of political books from participating. Public li-
braries, commercial bookstore chains, and some school libraries continue to
pull from their shelves politically “sensitive” titles.
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Several films portraying Hong Kong political issues were banned under the new
censorship regime, which prohibits movies that may “endanger national secu-
rity.” In August, a film festival dropped an award-winning film after its director
refused to yield to authorities’ demand to remove a scene depicting the 2014
pro-democracy Umbrella Movement.

Universities were complicit in the authorities’ repression of students, who have
been central to the city’s pro-democracy movement. After four universities re-
moved artwork about the 1989 Tiananmen Massacre in late 2021, in January
2022, the University of Hong Kong further covered up Tiananmen-related slogans
painted on university pavement. All eight public universities have obstructed
their student unions’ operations, including by ceasing to recognize them and re-
fusing to help them collect membership dues. Universities introduced manda-
tory national security law courses while the Chinese University of Hong Kong
began hosting weekly Chinese flag-raising ceremonies.

Police intensified surveillance of Hong Kong society. In June, police set up a
“counter-terrorism” hotline in addition to an existing “anti-violence” hotline for
reporting national security violations. In August, the police said it would “dispel
misinformation” about the force through a “round-the-clock public opinion
tracking system.”

Hong Kong people continued to risk arrests to protest. On June 4, many people
commemorated the 1989 Tiananmen Massacre in public; police made six arrests
that day. In September, as hundreds gathered outside the British consulate to
mourn the passing of the British Queen Elizabeth Il, some sang the banned
protest song “Glory to Hong Kong.” Police arrested a man for sedition for playing
the protest tune on a harmonica. Over 150,000 people have left Hong Kong since
the NSL was imposed; many have continued their activism abroad.

Xinjiang
In December 2021, authorities replaced Xinjiang’s party secretary, Chen Quan-
guo, who oversaw the region’s repressive “Strike Hard Campaign against Violent

Terrorism,” with Ma Xingrui, a technocrat experienced in governing wealthier
coastal regions. In July, President Xi visited Xinjiang, and said that while the re-
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gion must “maintain a firm grip on stability,” it should also “move towards pros-
perity.”

Despite government propaganda portraying its policies in the region as success-
ful efforts to counter terrorism, international scrutiny of crimes against humanity
in the region grew. In May, an anonymous source released hacked police files
from the region, which included nearly 3,000 photos of Uyghur detainees, along
with key policy documents outlining harsh policies from China’s top leadership.
As many as a million people were wrongfully detained in political education
camps, pretrial detention centers, and prisons at the height of the Strike Hard
Campaign. While some have been released, the Chinese authorities have also
sentenced an estimated half-million people, many of whom remain imprisoned,
Human Rights Watch found in a September report.

Tibet

Authorities in Tibetan areas continue to enforce severe restrictions on freedoms
of religion, expression, movement, and assembly. Popular concerns over issues
such as mass relocation, environmental degradation, or the phasing out of the
Tibetan language in primary education were met with repression. Local officials
are required to educate the public in “obeying the law,” and cash rewards are of-
fered to citizens prepared to inform on others.

Under intense censorship, Tibetans continue to be detained for online offenses,
such as having banned content on their phones or “spreading rumors.” Authori-
ties introduced a ban on posting religious teaching and other content online, in-
tended to enforce tight official control over religious institutions and teachers. In
a Tibetan area of Sichuan province, regional authorities ordered the demolition
of outdoor statues and temples, the construction of which had initially been ap-
proved.

Reports emerged of the arrest and sentencing of Tibetan religious and cultural
figures suspected of dissent, and of their mistreatment in detention—notably the
writers Go Sherab Gyatso, Rongwo Gendun Lhundrup, and Tubten Lodro (alias
Sabuchey). In March, the popular young pop singer Tsewang Norbu staged a
self-immolation protest in front of the Potala Palace, the first by a Tibetan from
an urban background.
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Freedom of Religion

State control over religion has increased since 2016, when Xi called for “Siniciza-
tion” of religions. Going beyond controlling religion by dictating what constitutes
“normal,” and therefore legal, religious activity, authorities now seek to compre-
hensively reshape religions such that they are consistent with the party’s ideol-
ogy and that they help promote allegiance to the party and to Xi.

Police continue to harass, arrest, and imprison leaders and members of “house
churches,” congregations that refuse to join official Catholic and Protestant
churches. Authorities also disrupt their peaceful activities and ban them out-
right. In September, dozens of members of a Shenzhen church fled to Thailand
to seek refuge after having left China three years ago due to escalating police ha-
rassment and after they failed to secure refugee status in South Korea. The group
reported being monitored by Chinese government agents in Thailand.

The new Measures on the Administration of Internet Religious Information Serv-
ices came into effect in March, prohibiting individuals or groups from teaching or
otherwise propagating religion online without official approval. A widely used
Catholic app, CathAssist, shut down in August because it was unable to obtain a
license. The regulations have reportedly severely disrupted people’s religious
life as many have increasingly relied on online religious gatherings and informa-
tion especially during the Covid-19 pandemic.

In October 2022, the Vatican and the Chinese government renewed an agree-
ment signed in 2018. It was renewed despite the Chinese government’s arrest of
Cardinal Joseph Zen and the continued detentions of Bishops Zhang Weizhu and
Cui Tai, among others.

Covid-19

Authorities maintained a strict “Zero Covid” policy, viewing even a single infec-
tion as unacceptable, even though effective vaccines and medication are widely
available.

In Ruili, a border city in Yunnan province, residents endured seven separate lock-
downs from March 2021 to April 2022, spending 119 days confined to their
homes except for mandatory Covid testing. In Shanghai, a commercial hub of 25
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million people, residents endured a similarly strict lockdown from March to May.
Chengdu, a city of 21 million people, was locked down for two weeks in Septem-
ber.

While such draconian measures prevented Covid-related deaths and illnesses,
they significantly impeded people’s access to health care, food, and other ne-
cessities. An unknown number of people died after being denied medical treat-
ment for their non-Covid-related illnesses. In some cases, residents had to resort
to threats of self-harm or violence to have their family members admitted to hos-
pitals. In Shanghai, authorities separated small children from their parents after
positive Covid tests, which required those testing positive to isolate in a hospital
or designated facility, reversing the policy only after public outcry. Numerous
people reported that they faced severe shortages of food, medicines, menstrual
hygiene products, and other essential items. People in mandatory quarantine fa-
cilities also took to social media to expose crowded and unsanitary conditions
there.

While authorities apologized for “shortcomings and deficiencies” in their Covid
responses, they continued to control the flow of information regarding the pan-
demic. Censors removed numerous social media posts criticizing the govern-
ment, such as a viral video that protested the lockdown in Shanghai and angry
comments after a bus carrying dozens to a quarantine center crashed and killed
27 in the middle of the night, while police across the country detained netizens
who complained about the government’s Covid response.

The lockdowns and other Covid control measures also forced factories, restau-
rants, and businesses to cut jobs and wages, or to close altogether. Videos
posted on social media showed people begging officials to release them from
lockdown so they could go to work and feed their families.

Human Rights Defenders

Authorities continued to harass, detain, and prosecute human right defenders.
In December 2021, authorities in Jilin province forcibly disappeared human
rights lawyer Tang Jitian. Before his disappearance, authorities stopped Tang
from traveling to Japan to visit his daughter, who was in a coma due to illness.
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In June, a court in Shandong province held secret trials of prominent legal
scholar Xu Zhiyong and human rights lawyer Ding Jiaxi for “subversion.” Their
verdicts were unknown at time of writing. The men were detained in 2020 and
2019 respectively after organizing a small gathering to discuss human rights and
democracy issues. Li Qiaochu, a women’s rights activist and Xu’s partner, has
also been detained since February 2021.

In September, Dong Jianbiao, the father of Dong Yaogiong, who authorities dis-
appeared for splashing ink on a poster of President Xi Jinping in 2018, died in a
prison in Hunan province. Family members said his body showed signs of in-
juries. Dong had protested his daughter’s disappearance and was imprisoned
for a domestic dispute. Also in September, Shanghai police detained Ji Xiaolong,
an activist who had called on Shanghai Party Secretary Li Qiang to resign for
Covid mismanagement.

Huang Xueqin, a journalist and leading voice in China’s #MeToo movement who
was disappeared by Guangdong authorities in September 2021, was reportedly
in poor health. Authorities dismissed Huang’s family-appointed lawyer, and in-
stead forced her to use a government-appointed lawyer.

Shenyang-based human rights lawyer Li Yuhan, who had been detained since
2017, was reportedly ill-treated by detention center authorities and was seriously
ill. Li was tried in 2021 but no verdict had been issued at time of writing. The
whereabouts of human rights lawyer Gao Zhisheng, who went missing in August
2017, remained unclear. Gao’s family had continued to call on the Chinese gov-
ernment to disclose whether he was still alive.

Freedom of Expression

Authorities continue to harass, detain, and prosecute people for their online
posts and private chat messages critical of the government, bringing trumped-up
charges of “spreading rumors,” “picking quarrels and provoking trouble,” and
“insulting the country’s leaders.” In May, a court in Hainan province sentenced
former journalist Luo Changping to seven months in prison for a Weibo post that
questioned China’s justification for its involvement in the Korean War.

Authorities continued to suppress online content deemed politically sensitive. In
early 2022, after Russia invaded Ukraine, censors removed social media posts
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critical of the Russian government or those that advocated peace. In June, promi-

nent live streamer Li Jiaqi went offline for three months after he showed off a
tank-shaped cake ahead of the 33rd anniversary of the Tiananmen Square Mas-
sacre, even though he was likely unaware of the tank’s symbolism. In August,
the Cyberspace Administration announced that it “dealt with” 1.34 billion social
media accounts, “cleaned up” 22 million illegal messages, and closed 3,200
websites.

Despite Beijing’s sophisticated censorship apparatus, netizens continued to de-
velop creative ways to evade control. In Guangzhou, residents used vernacular
Cantonese terms, instead of standard Mandarin, to express their frustrations
with the government’s draconian Covid policy.

Women’s and Girls’ Rights

China’s #MeToo movement continued to gain traction, despite online censorship
and repression of women’s rights activists. Chinese tennis star Peng Shuai’s No-
vember 2021 Weibo post, which alleged that she was sexually assaulted by a re-
tired senior party official, took #MeToo accusations to the top echelons of the
CCP. While her Weibo post, along with discussions around it, was quickly cen-
sored within the country, it generated enormous interest outside the country as
the Chinese government prepared to host the Winter Olympics in February. Peng
was not seen in public for weeks after making the post. Her subsequent appear-
ances in videos and photos were widely believed to have been stage-managed
by the authorities.

In August, a Beijing court rejected the appeal of Zhou Xiaoxuan, who filed a sex-
ual harassment lawsuit against a prominent TV host at the state broadcaster
CCTV, ruling the evidence submitted “insufficient.” The landmark sexual harass-
ment case had inspired many others to share their stories of sexual assault.

In September, Chinese police detained Du Yingzhe, a prominent Chinese film di-
rector, for sexual abuse. Twenty-one women and girls accused him of coercing
students and staff members into having sex with him over a period of 15 years. In
October, Richard Liu, a Chinese tech billionaire, settled a civil rape case in Min-
nesota, after Jingyao Liu, a former University of Minnesota student, sued him in
2018.
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Two cases involving sexual violence generated nationwide outrage in 2022. In
January, a video showing a woman chained around her neck in a hut in rural
Jiangsu province went viral. A government investigation found that the woman
was trafficked and sold as a bride twice in the late 1990s. Authorities censored
the video and discussions, detained activists who tried to visit the woman’s vil-
lage, threatened people who did their own online research, and questioned the
official findings.

In June, CCTV footage circulated online showed four women being viciously at-
tacked after one of them rejected a man’s sexual advance in a restaurant in the
northeastern city of Tangshan. The video sparked heated debates around gen-
der-based violence. Twenty-eight people were later charged in relation to the in-
cident.

Sexual Orientation and Gender ldentity

China decriminalized same-sex conduct in 1997. It does not have laws protecting
people from discrimination on the basis of sexual orientation or gender identity,
and same-sex partnerships are not recognized.

Authorities continued to ban depictions of same-sex relationships from film and
television. In February, the popular American sitcom “Friends” returned to sev-
eral Chinese streaming sites, but scenes featuring lesbian characters were cut.
In April, references to a gay relationship in Warner Brothers’ movie “Fantastic
Beasts 3” were edited out. In June, authorities banned Disney’s animation
“Lightyear” after the company refused to cut out a scene featuring a same-sex
couple kissing.

Disability Rights

In China, people with real or perceived psychosocial disabilities can be shack-
led—chained or locked in confined spaces—due to inadequate support and
mental health services as well as widespread beliefs that stigmatize people with
psychosocial disabilities.

In September, the UN Committee on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities rec-
ommended that the Chinese government “repeal provisions and practices that
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allow for the deprivation of liberty of adults and children with disabilities on the
basis of actual or perceived impairment.”

Belt and Road Initiative

The Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), announced in 2013, is the government’s tril-
lion-dollar infrastructure and investment program stretching across some 100
countries. Some BRI projects have since been criticized for lack of transparency,

disregard of community concerns, and negative environmental impacts, prompt-

ing widespread protests.

In August, Chinese authorities announced they would waive 23 interest-free
loans for 17 African countries, covering about 1 percent of total loans, according
to a study by Boston University. A study by the Pretoria-based Institute for Secu-
rity Studies on Chinese companies’ labor practices in six African countries found
widespread labor rights violations, including unpaid wages, physical violence,
instant dismissal in the event of injury or sickness and the lack of workplace
safety.

In August, protesters in Pakistan’s port city Gwadar, a signature project of the
China-Pakistan Economic Corridor, took to the street demanding water and elec-
tricity and a stop to Chinese trawlers’ illegal fishing in the area. Local fishermen
had raised concerns about the lack of transparency and consultations, and po-
tential impacts on their livelihoods. This was seen as part of a growing backlash
against the BRI in Pakistan.

Climate Change Policies and Actions

China remains the largest emitter of greenhouse gases, although its per capita
emissions put it only in the top 40 countries. Much of the considerable energy
that has fueled economic growth comes from coal, driving these emissions. It
produces half of the world’s coal and is also its largest importer of oil, gas, and
coal.

The Chinese government announced in 2021 it would reach carbon neutrality be-

fore 2060 and reach peak carbon emissions before 2030. Despite these im-
proved targets, the Climate Action Tracker rates the domestic target as “highly
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insufficient” to meet the Paris Agreement goal to limit global warming to 1.5°C
above pre-industrial levels.

China also leads the world in renewable energy production and is the largest
funder of overseas renewable projects, some of which, however, have been
linked to human rights abuses. Much of the global production capacity for the
minerals and materials needed for renewable energy technologies, including
wind turbines, solar panels, and electric car batteries, is in China. Some of these
minerals are produced in Xinjiang, raising concerns about the use of forced
labor.

Chinese companies’ operations abroad frequently caused or contributed to
human rights abuses and environmental damage. In Guinea, Human Rights
Watch documented the involvement of a Chinese company in a bauxite (alu-
minum) mining joint venture that has exploited farmers land without adequate
compensation and destroyed local water sources.

China’s imports of agricultural commodities drive more deforestation globally
than those of any other market. This deforestation is largely illegal. In November,
the US and China jointly committed to eliminating global illegal deforestation by
enforcing their respective laws that ban illegal imports of timber. China has yet
to enforce a restriction on illegal timber imports it adopted in 2019.

Key International Actors

In May, Michelle Bachelet made the first visit to China by a United Nations high
commissioner for human rights in 17 years; authorities closely controlled her ac-
tivities. In August, Bachelet released a report substantiating the widespread
human rights violations in Xinjiang, concluding that the abuses “may amount to
crimes against humanity.”

The Chinese government repeatedly sought to stop the release of the report. Fol-
lowing the report’s publication, more than 40 UN independent experts released
a joint statement supporting its findings. In September, the US, Australia,
Canada, Denmark, Finland, Iceland, Lithuania, Norway, Sweden, and the United
Kingdom launched an initiative at the UN Human Rights Council to hold a discus-
sion on the report during its March 2023 session. The effort fell short by a close
vote of 17-19, with support from all UN regional groups: Ukraine subsequently ex-
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pressed support, narrowing the margin to a single vote. However, the number of
UN delegations willing to publicly condemn the government’s abuses in Xinjiang
keeps growing. In October, a record 50 UN member countries joined a Canadian-
led joint statement calling on Beijing to end human rights violations in Xinjiang
and implement the recommendations in Bachelet’s report.

Governments increasingly took steps to ensure commercial activity does not fuel
repression across China. In addition to the entry into force of the US Uyghur
Forced Labor Prevention Act, the European Union was reportedly deliberating a
ban on the import and export of all forced labor products, prompted in part by
concerns over Xinjiang abuses. The EU introduced draft legislation to establish
global standards for human rights due diligence for companies. The Interna-
tional Olympic Committee and its lead sponsors did not publish their human
rights due diligence assessments ahead of the 2022 Winter Games in China.

In March, the US Justice Department announced cases against five people for ha-
rassing critics of the Chinese government in the US, reflecting growing concern
about threats to diaspora communities. In Australia, the University of Technology
Sydney campus took a step towards better protecting academic freedom for stu-
dents wanting to offer views critical of the Chinese government by adding to ori-
entation materials a new warning informing students of their right to be free

from any form of state-backed harassment or political intimidation.

Foreign Policy

In February, Russian President Vladimir Putin visited China, where he and Xi pub-
lished a statement pledging the two governments’ “no-limits friendship.” The

Chinese government has not condemned Russia’s invasion of Ukraine or the nu-
merous violations of the laws of war committed by Russian forces in the conflict.

The Chinese government continues to provide direct assistance and military aid
to several highly abusive governments, including the Taliban in Afghanistan and
the military junta in Myanmar.

In October, the Chinese consul-general in Manchester, England, and other con-
sulate staff dragged a pro-Hong Kong democracy protester into the compound
and struck him; the consul-general justified his conduct as his “duty.”
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Chinese diplomats also attacked the mandates of UN human rights bodies in re-
sponse to theirincreasingly vocal concern about violations inside China. Beijing
dismissed the high commissioner’s report on Xinjiang as a “farce,” and efforts to
advance a debate on the situation as “illegal and invalid.”
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Colombia

Abuses by armed groups, limited access to justice, and high levels of poverty,
especially among Indigenous and Afro-descendant communities, remain serious
human rights concerns in Colombia.

The 2016 peace accord between the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia

(FARC) and the government ended a five-decade-long conflict and brought an ini-

tial decline in violence. But violence took new forms and abuses by armed
groups increased in many remote areas in later years, reaching similar levels in
2022 to those that existed immediately before the peace process.

Human rights defenders, journalists, demobilized FARC fighters, Indigenous and
Afro-descendant leaders, and other activists face pervasive death threats and vi-
olence.

President Gustavo Petro took office in August and Francia Marquez, an environ-
mental leader, became Colombia’s first Afro-Colombian vice president. The new
government vowed to fight climate change, implement the 2016 peace accord,
and prioritize a “total peace” policy that would seek an accord with the National
Liberation Army (ELN) guerrillas and the negotiated disarmament of other armed
groups, including criminal gangs.

In February, the Constitutional Court decriminalized abortion in all circum-
stances up to the 24th week of pregnancy.

Abuses by Armed Groups

Numerous armed groups operate in Colombia fueled by illegal economies, in-
cluding drug trafficking and illegal mining. These include the ELN guerrillas,
which was formed in the 1960s; over 30 “dissident” groups that emerged from
the 2017 demobilization of the FARC; and the Gaitanist Self-Defense Forces of
Colombia (AGC), which emerged from the demobilization of paramilitary groups
in the mid-2000s and are also known as “Gulf Clan.” Many of these groups have
fluid and complex links to each other and some are parties to non-international
armed conflicts.

162

HUMAN RIGHTS WATCH

Armed groups continue to commit serious abuses against civilians, including
killings, child recruitment, and rape, especially in rural areas of the Pacific region
and along the Venezuelan and Ecuadorian borders. Security forces and judicial
authorities have failed to effectively protect the population, ensure victims’ ac-
cess to justice, and prosecute and dismantle the groups.

In May, the AGC ordered an “armed strike,” imposing movement restrictions on
civilians in over 170 municipalities in 11 states. The restrictions suggested an
alarming geographical expansion, compared to its 2012 armed strike, affecting
26 municipalities. The strike came in response to the extradition to the United
States of its top commander, Dario Antonio Usuga David, alias “Otoniel.” The
group also killed 36 police from June through August 2022.

Fears of antipersonnel landmines, threats by armed groups, and the hazards of
crossfire prevented 96,000 people from leaving their communities between Jan-
uary and October a situation known as “confinement.”

The Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR) reported 60
“massacres,” defined as the intentional killing of three or more civilians in a sin-
gle incident, in 2022, as of October.

In the southern state of Narifio, fighting among FARC dissident groups has dis-
placed thousands, mainly Afro-descendants and Awa Indigenous people, who
also suffer threats, confinement, kidnappings, and killings.

In neighboring Cauca, the ELN and FARC dissident groups have recruited over
500 mostly Indigenous children since 2021, according to local groups. Nasa In-
digenous people who oppose abuses by armed groups have been threatened
and killed. Fighting by armed groups, mainly in Argelia municipality, left more
than 2,600 people displaced and confined.

In the border areas of Colombia’s Arauca and Venezuela’s Apure state, fighting
between the ELN and a coalition of FARC dissident groups have caused a dra-
matic increase in violence, including a spike in killings. Over 12,000 people were
displaced or confined. In Apure, ELN fighters conducted joint operations with
members of the Venezuelan security forces, which were complicit in their
abuses.
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In Putumayo state, on the Ecuadorian border, Comandos de la Frontera and the
Carolina Ramirez Front, two groups that emerged from the FARC, control the pop-
ulation, imposing dress codes and curfews and threatening to kill those who fail
to comply.

Violations by Public Security Forces
Security force abuses remain a serious concern.

On March 28, 2022, 11 people died in a controversial army operation in El Re-
manso, Putumayo state, in southern Colombia. The army claimed it complied
with international humanitarian law, saying the operation had targeted Coman-
dos de Frontera. At least four civilians died, including one Indigenous and one
community leaders. Criminal investigations into whether the army used exces-
sive force continued as of October.

Police have committed serious human rights violations in response to largely
peaceful protests across Colombia since 2019. Efforts to investigate and prose-
cute them have been limited.

In 2021, Human Rights Watch reviewed evidence linking police to 25 killings of
protesters and bystanders, as well as dozens of injuries and arbitrary arrests, in
the context of peaceful demonstrations. As of October, four officers had been
charged and five others indicted in connection with homicides. Nobody had
been charged for the injuries or arbitrary arrests.

There have been limited reforms to improve accountability and prevent future vi-
olations.

In August, President Petro appointed Ivan Velasquez, a widely respected former
judge and anti-corruption prosecutor, as the minister of defense. Velasquez said
the government would pursue further police reform, including by transferring the
police out of the Ministry of Defense, where the line between its functions and
the military’s have often been blurred.
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Violence Against Human Rights Defenders, Other
Community Leaders

More than 1.000 human rights defenders and social leaders have been killed in
Colombia since 2016, according to the Human Rights Ombudsperson’s Office.

Colombian law includes a broad range of policies, mechanisms, and laws to pre-
vent abuses against human rights defenders and protect former FARC fighters.
But implementation, especially of measures established under the 2016 peace
accord, has often been poor.

The Human Rights Ombudsperson’s Office reported 182 killings of human rights
defenders between January and October 2022.

In February 2022, in San Martin municipality, Cesar state, armed men killed Te6-
filo Acuna and Jorge Tafur, prominent peasant leaders who, for decades, led
small-farmer and small-scale miner communities. As of October, one person had
been charged in connection with their killings.

Peace Negotiations, Negotiated Disarmament, and
Accountability

The 2016 peace agreement created a truth commission; the Special Jurisdiction
for Peace (JEP), charged with trying abuses committed during the conflict; and
an agency to seek the bodies of those disappeared during the conflict.

The Truth Commission presented its findings in June 2022 and established a
committee to monitor, for seven years, implementation of its recommendations
to the government, including creating an “anti-violence policy,” re-starting
peace negotiations with the ELN, and reforming security and drug policies. The
report included comprehensive analysis of violence committed against women,
LGBT people, children, Afro-descendants and Indigenous people.

The JEP has made significant strides in investigating and prosecuting war crimes
and crimes against humanity, charging top former FARC commanders with
hostage-taking and several army officers with extrajudicial executions, known as
“false positive” killings.
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In July, the JEP said it would initiate a nation-wide “macro-case” into sexual vio-
lence and other crimes based on prejudice committed by the FARC and security
forces, which will encompass crimes motivated by gender, sex, sexual orienta-
tion, and gender identity.

In late October, the JEP issued its first indictment, accusing 11 army officers and
one civilian of extrajudicial executions committed in North Santanderin 2007
and 2008.

In November, the JEP indicted former FARC top commanders for their responsibil-

ity in hostage-taking. The commanders had acknowledged their role in these
crimes in a June hearing, and the JEP said they should be sentenced to between
five and eight years of “special sanctions.”

In early December, the JEP indicted 14 other army officers for their role in “false
positive” killings committed on the Caribbean Coast between 2002 and 200s5.
The judges said that 12 of the officers had fully acknowledged their responsibil-
ity and confessed to their crimes, but that two others had not and should stand
trial.

Defendants who fully cooperate with the JEP and confess to their crimes are sub-
ject to up to eight years of “special sanctions,” including restrictions on liberty
but no prison time. Because the language in the existing legislation on these
sanctions is vague and no punishments have been imposed, it remains unclear
how the “special sanctions” will operate in practice.

In early November, Congress passed a Petro administration-sponsored law that
allows it to negotiate a peace accord, including new transitional justice mecha-
nisms, with some armed groups, such as the ELN. On November 21, the peace
talks with the ELN re-started in Venezuela. Authorities said that they would also
introduce a bill to offer reduced sentences for other armed groups. As of Novem-
ber, it remained unclear how authorities would ensure victims’ access to justice
and to what extent the government would treat gangs and armed groups that are
parties to the conflict differently.
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Internal Displacement, Reparations, and Land Restitution

Conflict-related violence has displaced almost 8.4 million Colombians since
1985, government figures show.

The United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) re-
ported 70,000 people displaced between January and October 2022, in “mass
displacements” of 5o or more people or 10 or more families.

Municipalities and state governments often lack sufficient funding to assist dis-
placed people, and national government assistance has often been slow and in-
sufficient.

In 2011, Congress passed a Victims’ Law to ensure redress for victims and restore
millions of hectares left behind or stolen from Colombians displaced during the
conflict. As of October 2022, courts had issued rulings on only 13,507 of over
142,000 claims filed. Under 14 percent of over g million registered victims of the
armed conflict had received reparations, as of October.

Refugees, Asylum Seekers, and Migrants

Colombia has received by far the largest number of refugees, asylum seekers,
and migrants fleeing the human rights and humanitarian crises in Venezuela. As
of February, more than 2.5 million Venezuelans lived in Colombia.

In 2021, then-President lvan Duque announced temporary protection for
Venezuelans, granting them 10 years of legal status. As of October 2022, author-
ities had granted temporary protection to over 1.4 million Venezuelans, out of
more than 2.4 million who had requested it.

More than 3,000 people, including Venezuelans and Colombians who had been
living in Venezuela’s Apure state, fled to Colombia’s Arauca and Vichada states

in early 2022, escaping fighting and abuses by armed groups. Aid has been very
limited.

Hundreds of thousands of migrants—mostly Venezuelan—crossed Colombia’s
Darien gap into Panama in 2022, believed to be heading in most cases to the
US. The number of people crossing the gap increased significantly, in large part
driven by the flow of Venezuelans. During their days-long walk across the gap,
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migrants of all nationalities are frequently victims of robbery and serious
abuses, including rape. They receive little security, aid, or access to justice.

Gender, Sexuality, and Gender-Based Violence

Gender-based violence, including by armed groups, is widespread. Lack of train-
ing and poor implementation of treatment protocols impede timely access to
medical services and create obstacles for women and girls seeking post-violence
care and justice. Perpetrators of violent, gender-based crimes are rarely held ac-
countable.

Despite many legal protections based on sexual orientation and gender identity,
lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender people in Colombia continue to face
high levels of violence and discrimination. In 2021, the organization Colombia
Diversa registered attacks against 405 LGBT people in the country, including 103
cases of police violence and 205 homicides attributed to other actors. Between
January and late-October 2022, the Attorney General’s Office registered homi-
cides against 111 LGBT persons.

In February, the Constitutional Court decriminalized abortion in all circum-
stances up to the 24th week of pregnancy, and maintained access beyond that
time in cases of rape, a non-viable pregnancy, or risk to a pregnant person’s
health or life.

In February, the court also recognized a non-binary gender marker, the first such
ruling issued by a supreme or constitutional court in the region.

Economic and Social Rights

High levels of poverty especially among Indigenous and Afro-descendant com-
munities remain a serious human rights concern.

The 2016 peace accord established “Territorial Development Programs” (PDET)
to increase the presence of state institutions in 170 municipalities highly af-
fected by the armed conflict, poverty, and illegal economies. In 2020, the multi-
dimensional poverty rate (32.9 percent) in these areas was nearly double the
national rate (18.1 percent). Efforts to implement the PDET have been limited.
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Between January and November 2022, at least 65 children under age five—the
majority Indigenous Wayuu—died in La Guajira state of causes associated with
malnutrition and limited access to safe drinking water.

Technology and Rights

The Education Ministry failed to act following reports that it had recommended
unsafe online learning products for children during the Covid-19 pandemic. All
eight products surveilled or had the capacity to surveil children online, outside
of school hours, and deep into their private lives.

Climate Policy and Impacts

Colombia’s national plan to reduce greenhouse gas emissions is “highly insuffi-
cient” to meet the Paris Agreement goal of limiting global warming to 1.5°C
above pre-industrial levels, according to the Climate Action Tracker. The plan
commits Colombia to reducing deforestation to 50,000 hectares peryear by
2030. Colombia subsequently joined the Glasgow Declaration, which commits it
to “halt and reverse forest loss and land degradation by 2030.”

Government figures registered 174,000 hectares deforested in 2021, a 1.5 per-
centincrease over 2020, and figures for the first trimester of 2022 show defor-
estation increased 10 percent compared to the same trimesterin 2021. More
than 9,000 hectares were razed on land officially held by Indigenous peoples, in
some cases leading to their forced displacement. Roughly two-thirds of defor-
estation occurs in the Amazon region.

Cattle ranchers and FARC dissident groups primarily drive deforestation, pressur-
ing residents to fell trees, extorting farmers, promoting coca crops to produce co-
caine, and threatening people who defend conservation.

The former Duque government’s flagship initiative to combat deforestation, Op-
eration Artemisa, achieved limited results.

In September, the environment minister announced that, as part of a new forest
conservation strategy, the government would work with communities to prevent
logging and seek criminal prosecutions against people and armed groups who
promote it.
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Key International Actors

The US, the most influential foreign actor in Colombia, approved US$471 million
in assistance for fiscal year 2022. In October, Secretary of State Antony Blinken
met President Petro in Bogota and expressed his support forimplementing the
2016 peace accord.

In 2016, the UN Security Council established a political mission to monitor and
verify implementation of the FARC peace accord, which was succeeded in 2017
by the UN Verification Mission in Colombia. In 2022, the Security Council ex-
tended the mission’s mandate until October 2023, including the verification of
compliance with JEP sanctions.

President Petro and Venezuelan President Nicolds Maduro re-established diplo-
matic relations in August and reopened the border on September 26. President
Maduro agreed in September to take part in peace negotiations between the Na-
tional Liberation Army (ELN) and the Colombian government.

In early August, Colombia did not support a resolution in the Organization of
Americas States (OAS) to condemn human rights violations in Nicaragua. Foreign
Minister Alvaro Leyva later said that the decision was part of an effort to seek the
negotiated release of political prisoners, but the Daniel Ortega government in
Nicaragua seemingly rejected the request; the detainees remained behind bars,
as of writing.

In September, Colombia withdrew from a “core group” of governments from
across the political spectrum—Brazil, Canada, Chile, Ecuador, Guatemala, and
Paraguay—that led the initiative to extend the mandate of the United Nations
Fact Finding Mission on Venezuela.

Also in September, President Petro rightly criticized the “war against drugs,”
calling for it to end to during his speech in the United Nations General Assembly.
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Cuba

The government continues to repress and punish virtually all forms of dissent
and public criticism, as Cubans endure a dire economic crisis affecting their
rights.

Authorities responded with brutal, systematic repression and censorship when
thousands of Cubans took to the streets in July 2021 to protest the Covid-19 re-
sponse, scarcity of food and medicines, and long-standing restrictions on rights.
Trials of hundreds of such protesters in 2022 often violated basic due process
guarantees and resulted in disproportionate prison terms.

Demonstrations across the country continued in 2022, triggered by blackouts,
shortages, and deterioration of living conditions.

The government’s repression and apparent unwillingness to address the under-
lying causes that took people to the streets have forced Cubans to leave the
country in unprecedent numbers.

The United States continued a failed policy of isolation towards Cuba, including
a decades-long embargo on trade with Cuba.

Arbitrary Detention and Prosecution

The government continued to employ arbitrary detention to harass and intimi-
date critics, independent activists, political opponents, and others.

Security officers rarely presented arrest warrants when detaining critics. Officers
prevented people from attending protests, arresting critics and journalists on
their way—or keeping them from leaving home.

On July 11, 2021, thousands took to the streets in the largest nationwide demon-
strations against the government since the Cuban revolution. One protester, Diu-
bis Laurencio Tejeda, a 36-year-old singer, died, seemingly at the hands of
police.

Cuban rights groups counted more than 1,500 people, mostly peaceful demon-
strators or bystanders, detained; more than 660 remained behind bars as of Oc-
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tober 2022. Many were periodically held incommunicado. Some suffered ill-
treatment—in some cases, torture.

The government acknowledged convicting over 380 detainees, including several
children, of a broad range of public order offences. Many were prosecuted

in summary trials on vaguely defined charges such as “public disorder” or “con-
tempt.” Others were charged in ordinary trials with “sedition”—accused of vio-
lence such as rock-throwing—and received disproportionate prison terms of up
to 25 years. Some trials were carried out in military courts, contravening interna-
tional law.

Prosecutors framed as criminal behavior such actions as protesting peacefully,
signing songs that criticize the government or insulting the president or police—
lawful exercises of freedom of expression and association. Prosecutors and
judges used unreliable or uncorroborated evidence to prosecute and convict
demonstrators, including statements solely from security officers or supposed
“traces” of protesters’ “odor” on rocks they were accused of throwing.

Some victims and their relatives, repeatedly harassed by security forces, left
Cuba.

Migration

HUMAN
RIGHTS
WATCH

The number of Cubans leaving their country dramatically increased in 2022, sur-
passing historic peaks in the 8os and gos.

The US Border Patrol apprehended over 203,000 Cubans between January and
September 2022—a dramatic increase over the 33,000 Cubans apprehended
during the same period of 2021. The US Coast Guard interdicted over 6,182
Cubans at sea from October 2021 through September 2022, by far the most in
five years.

Cubans who journey to the US face abuses by gangs and security forces through-
out the route, particularly in the Darien Gap—at the Colombia-Panama border—
and at Mexico’s southern border.

After Nicaragua waived visa requirements for Cubans in late 2021, many Cubans
now begin their journey there.
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Travel Restrictions

Since reforms in 2013, many people previously denied permission to travel to
and from Cuba have been able to do so, including human rights defenders and
bloggers. The reforms, however, give the government broad discretionary power
to restrict travel on grounds of “defense and national security” or “other reasons
of public interest.” Authorities selectively deny dissidents the ability to exit or
return to the country.

On February 16, 2022, Cuban authorities denied entry to Anamely Ramos, a
Cuban art curator and activist. Ramos was in the US for personal business when
she decided to return to Cuba. An airline employee in Miami informed her that
the Cuban government was refusing her admission. She remains in the US.

Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights

The economic crisis in Cuba, which deepened during the Covid-19 pandemic, se-
verely impacts peoples’ enjoyment of social and economic rights, including
through blackouts, and acute shortages of food, medicines and other basic
items.

In January 2022, authorities recognized that medicine shortages had worsened,
and blamed the US embargo. The head of the state-run pharmaceutical industry
group said that 88 of the 262 most needed medicines were “unavailable.”

In May, authorities said that the country’s energy service was in a “complex situ-
ation” that “paralyzed an important part of the economy.” There were blackouts
in parts of Cuba during 29 of the 31 days of July, according to official information
reviewed by the news organization EFE.

In August, the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights said that Cubans
were suffering a “collapse of the public healthcare system” and a “widespread
rise in poverty and inequality.”

Political Prisoners

Cuba was holding over 1,020 people who met the definition of political prisoners
as of September, Prisoners Defenders, a Madrid-based organization said. These
included 235 under house arrest or on conditional release.
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Cubans who criticize the government risk prosecution. They are not guaranteed
due process or a fair trial by a competent, independent, and impartial tribunal.
In practice, courts are subordinate to the executive branch.

José Daniel Ferrer, leader of the Cuban Patriotic Union, the main opposition
party, remained in prison as of October. In April 2020, a court in Santiago de
Cuba sentenced him to four-and-a-half years of “restrictions on freedom” for al-
leged “assault.” In July 2021, officers arrested Ferrer as he was heading to a
demonstration. Charged with “public disorder” for “deciding to join” the demon-
strations, he was held in pretrial detention. A Santiago de Cuba court ruled in
August 2021, that Ferrer had failed to comply with the “restrictions on freedom”
and sent him to prison.

In June 2022, a court in Havana convicted activists Luis Manuel Otero Alcantara

and Maykel Castillo Pérez, who performed in the 2021 music video for “Mother-

land and Life,” which repurposes the government’s old slogan, “Motherland or

Death” (patria o muerte), to criticize repression. They were prosecuted for exer-

cising their freedom of expression, for example, by posting a meme of President
Diaz Canel, and were sentenced to five-year and nine-year prison sentences, re-
spectively.

Prison Conditions

Prisons are often overcrowded. Detainees have no effective mechanism to seek
redress for abuses. Those who criticize the government or engage in hunger
strikes often endure extended solitary confinement, beatings, restriction of fam-
ily visits, and denial of medical care.

The government continues to deny Cuban and international human rights groups
access to prisons.

In April 2020, to reduce Covid-19 risks, authorities suspended family visits. This,
coupled with their refusal to allow detainees to call their families, left many peo-
ple incommunicado for days, sometimes weeks.

In June 2022, the nongovernmental organizations 11) and Cubalex—citing find-
ings of poor sanitary conditions, lack of food and medical attention, and degrad-
ing conditions—launched the campaign “Look at Cuba’s prisons” to press
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authorities to authorize visits by international organizations and United Nations
experts.

Freedom of Expression

The government controls virtually all media in Cuba, restricts access to outside
information, and periodically censors critics and independent journalists.

In February and August 2021, authorities expanded the number of permitted pri-
vate economic activities, yet independent journalism remained forbidden.

Journalists, bloggers, social media influencers, artists, and academics who pub-

lish information considered critical of authorities are routinely subject to harass-

ment, violence, smear campaigns, travel restrictions, internet cuts, raids on
homes and offices, confiscation of working materials, and arbitrary arrests.

Starting in 2019, authorities allowed importation of routers and other equip-
ment, and connection of private wired and Wi-Fi internet in homes and busi-
nesses. Increased access has enabled activists to communicate, report on
abuses, and organize protests. Some journalists and bloggers publish articles,

videos, and news on websites and social media, including Twitter and Facebook.

Yet high costs and limited access prevent most of Cubans from reading inde-
pendent news.

Authorities routinely block access to many news websites within Cuba and have
repeatedly imposed targeted and at times widespread restrictions on critics’ ac-
cess to mobile phone data. When the July 11, 2021, protests began, several or-
ganizations reported countrywide internet outages, followed by erratic
connectivity, including restricted social media and messaging platforms.

In August 2021, authorities published Decree Law 35, regulating use of telecom-
munications and severely restricting freedom of expression online.

In May 2022, the National Assembly passed a criminal code that, among many
broadly defined restrictions, includes a provision punishing with up to 10 years
in prison whoever provides, receives, or has funds intended to pay for “activities
against the State and its constitutional order.” Such broad language opens the

door to prosecutions that would undermine Cubans’ right to mobilize and peace-

fully question government abuse.
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Authorities continue to use Decree Law 370/2018—prohibiting dissemination of
information “contrary to” people’s “social interest, morals, good manners and
integrity”—to interrogate and fine journalists and critics and confiscate their ma-
terials.

Labor Rights

Cuba has ratified International Labour Organization treaties protecting workers’
rights on freedom of association and collective bargaining, yet its Labor Code,
updated in 2014, violates them. While Cuba allows formation of independent
unions, in practice, authorities only allow one confederation of state-controlled
unions, the Workers’ Central Union of Cuba.

Thousands of Cuban health workers deployed abroad provide valuable services,
including in response to the Covid-19 pandemic. But the government imposes
rules on them that violate their basic rights, including to privacy, liberty, move-
ment, and freedom of expression and association.

Human Rights Defenders

The government refuses to recognize human rights monitoring as a legitimate ac-
tivity and denies legal status to Cuban rights groups. Authorities have harassed,
assaulted, and imprisoned human rights defenders documenting abuses.

In May, the UN Committee against Torture urged Cuba to adopt measures to pre-
vent or stop arbitrary detentions, harassment, intimidation, threats, and discred-
iting of human rights defenders.

Sexual Orientation and Gender Identity

The 2019 constitution explicitly prohibits discrimination based on sexual orien-
tation and gender identity. However, many leshian, gay, bisexual, and transgen-
der (LGBT) people suffer violence and discrimination, particularly in Cuba’s
interior.

Structural discrimination affects in different ways women, Afro-Cuban, and les-
bian, gay, LGBT people, the special rapporteur on economic, social, cultural, and
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environmental rights of the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights said in
August 2022.

In September, a new family code that included a gender-neutral definition of
marriage, opening the door to same-sex marriage, was approved by referendum.

Women’s Rights
Cuba decriminalized abortion in 1965. It is available and free at public hospitals.

The new family code strengthens women’s and girls’ rights, reinforcing sexual
and reproductive rights, including the right to assisted reproduction, prohibiting
domestic violence and all forms of physical punishment, and recognizing the
right to equitable distribution of domestic and caretaking work among all family
members.

Key International Actors

The international community has, for decades, been unable to secure sustained
progress on human rights in Cuba.

The US embargo gives the Cuban government an excuse for problems, a pretext
for abuses, and sympathy from governments that might otherwise condemn re-
pressive practices. In May, the EU welcomed the US government’s lifting of some
restrictions.

US President Joe Biden has not lifted former President Donald Trump’s re-desig-
nation of Cuba as a state sponsor of terrorism. He has repeatedly condemned
abuses against protesters and imposed targeted sanctions on several officials
credibly linked to repression. In May 2022, the US announced it would increase
visa processing in Havana; expand authorization of professional and educa-
tional travel; increase support for Cuban entrepreneurs and remove the limit on
family remittances.

During its third review of Cuba, in June, the UN Committee on the Rights of the
Child expressed concerns over reports of mistreatment and arbitrary detention of
children who participated in the 2021 protests.
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In July, the newly elected government of Colombian President Gustavo Petro and
the National Liberation Army (ELN) guerrillas announced in Havana their inten-
tion to re-start peace talks. In early October, the ELN delegation left for
Venezuela and announced that negotiations would restart in November.

In November, the UN General Assembly voted overwhelmingly—185 countries in
favor; the US and Israel opposed; and Brazil and Ukraine abstaining— to con-
demn the embargo.

Since being elected to the UN Human Rights Council in 2020—its fifth term in the
past 15 years—Cuba has consistently opposed resolutions spotlighting human
rights abuses, including in Russia, Ethiopia, Syria, and Nicaragua.

The European Union continued its policy of “critical engagement” with Cuba,
and issued statements of concern around human rights violations by the govern-
ment. Frustrated by the lack of progress on Cuba’s human rights record, in De-
cember 2021 the European Parliament adopted a resolution condemning
“systematic abuses” against dissidents and critics and urged the EU to consider
suspending the bilateral Political Dialogue and Cooperation Agreement on
human rights grounds.
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Democratic Republic of Congo

The human rights and security situation in the Democratic Republic of Congo
continued to deteriorate, particularly in eastern provinces. President Félix
Tshisekedi’s administration made little progress on promised systemic reforms
to break the cycles of violence, abuse, corruption, and impunity that have
plagued the country for decades.

In an atmosphere of growing intolerance for dissenting voices, repression
against journalists, activists, government critics, and peaceful protesters contin-
ued.

In eastern Congo, the military rule imposed a year earlier in North Kivu and Ituri
failed to curb widespread violence and atrocities by numerous armed groups
against civilians. Armed groups and government forces killed more than 2,000
people between January and late October across both provinces.

Resurgent M23 rebels, backed by Rwanda, launched their biggest offensive
against state forces in a decade, seizing portions of territory in North Kivu, which
worsened the dire humanitarian situation in the region.

Nearly 5.6 million people were displaced across the country as of July, with more
than 1.7 million in Ituri and more than 1.8 million in North-Kivu provinces alone,
according to the United Nations.

An East African military force started deploying in eastern Congo in August amid
regional tensions; the UN peacekeeping mission, MONUSCO, was repeatedly ac-
cused of failing to protect civilians, triggering violence and the looting of several
MONUSCO bases.

Freedom of Expression, Peaceful Assembly, and Media

Freedoms of expression and association have drastically deteriorated in two
eastern provinces under martial law. Initially imposed to address insecurity in
the region, military authorities used it to quash peaceful demonstrations with
lethal force, arbitrarily detain and prosecute activists, journalists, and political
opposition members.
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In January, security forces killed Mumbere Ushindi, a 22-year-old member of
Lucha (Lutte pour le changement or Struggle for Change), a citizens’ movement,
during a protest against martial law in Beni. In August, 13 Lucha activists were
released after nine months in detention in Beni for opposing martial law.

In April, police used excessive force to disperse a sit-in at the parliament in Kin-
shasa organized by political opposition supporters calling for a consensus
around the electoral law, injuring at least 20 protesters.

In September, security forces used excessive force to break up a peaceful
demonstration by a medical union in Kinshasa, injuring several people.

Attacks on Civilians by Armed Groups and Government Forces

Some 120 armed groups were active in eastern Congo’s Ituri, North Kivu, South
Kivu, and Tanganyika provinces, including several groups with fighters from
neighboring Rwanda, Uganda and Burundi. Many of their commanders have
been implicated in war crimes, including massacres, sexual violence, recruiting
children, pillaging, and attacks on schools and hospitals.

Various armed actors, some unidentified, killed at least 2,446 civilians in South
Kivu, North Kivu, and Ituri provinces, between January and late October, accord-
ing to data collected by the Kivu Security Tracker, which documents violence in
eastern Congo. This includes at least 155 civilians killed by Congolese security
forces.

Congolese and Ugandan joint military operations against the Allied Democratic
Forces (ADF), a Ugandan-led armed group with ties to the extremist armed group
Islamic State (also known as ISIS), did not stop deadly attacks by the ADF
against civilians in North Kivu and Ituri.

In North Kivu, the M23 rebel group attacked the positions of government troops
near Goma. Responsible for widespread abuses in 2012 and 2013, including war
crimes and crimes against humanity, M23 rebels deliberately killed at least 29
civilians in areas under their control in June and July, and dozens more by the
end of the year.

In a confidential report to the UN Security Council that leaked to the media in Au-
gust, the UN Group of Experts on Congo found “solid evidence” of Rwandan
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forces providing direct support to M23 fighters. Rwanda denied these accusa-
tions.

Countries of the East African Community (EAC), which Congo joined in April,
agreed to set up a regional force to fight armed groups in eastern Congo.

In late April and in early December, Kenya hosted talks between the Congolese
government and several armed groups aimed at securing the surrender and de-
mobilization of fighters. The authorities failed to take several thousand surren-
dered fighters from various armed groups through its demobilization program,

prompting many to return to armed groups.

Tensions remained high in South Kivu’s highlands, with fighting involving sev-
eral armed groups, some backed by neighboring countries. Burundian troops,
which were conducting secret incursions since late 2021, entered South Kivu as
the first deployment of the EAC force in August.

In July, violence broke out in Kwamouth in the western province of Mai-Ndombe
between ethnic Teke and Yaka communities over land and customary rights.
Dozens of people were reportedly killed, and thousands displaced. A high-pro-
file government delegation visited the area in August, and Congolese soldiers
were deployed to reinforce security.

Justice and Accountability

A four-year trial failed to uncover the full truth about the 2017 murders of two UN
investigators, Zaida Catalan and Michael Sharp, and the fate of their Congolese
interpreter, Betu Tshintela; motorbike driver, Isaac Kabuayi; and two other
unidentified motorbike drivers.

On January 29, a military court in Kananga sentenced to death 49 defendants,
many in absentia, on various charges including terrorism, murder, and the war
crime of mutilation. An army officer, Col. Jean de Dieu Mambweni, was sentenced
to 10 years in prison for disobeying orders. A local immigration officer, Thomas
Nkashama, was among those sentenced to death. The prosecution failed to ex-
amine who planned and ordered the killings, ignoring information pointing to
the involvement of senior Congolese officials.

In March, the government launched national consultations on a new transitional
justice initiative and reaffirmed its commitment to accountability for serious
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crimes committed across the country. But these consultations made little
progress and Tshisekedi’s administration has not taken concrete steps to end
impunity.

On May 11, the High Military court upheld the guilty verdicts of two senior Con-
golese police officers involved in the 2010 assassination of prominent human
rights defender Floribert Chebeya and his driver Fidéle Bazana. Former Col.
Christian Ngoy Kenga Kenga was sentenced to death—commuted to life impris-
onment—and former Lt. Jacques Mugabo was sentenced to 12 years in prison.
The court acquitted former Maj. Paul Mwilambwe. Although the trial represents a
positive step toward justice and accountability in Congo, several individuals be-
lieved to be implicated in the assassination have yet to be prosecuted. Suspect
and former head of police, Gen. John Numbi, fled the country in 2021 and was
still at large at time of writing.

Little progress was made in a trial to establish culpability for the December 2018
massacres in Yumbi territory in the country’s northwest in which at least 535
people were killed. The trial started in 2021.

In June, former presidential Chief of Staff Vital Kamerhe was acquitted by an ap-
peals court after being sentenced to 20 years’ imprisonment in 2020 for the em-
bezzlement of nearly US$50 million.

In August, former staunch Tshisekedi ally and head of his political party Jean-
Marc Kabund was arrested on charges of contempt of head of state. Kabund was
evicted from the presidential party in July and formed his own opposition party.

Also in August, Tshisekedi’s former security advisor Francois Beya was granted
conditional release on health grounds. He was arrested in early February,
charged with plotting against the president, and put on trial in June.

Gédéon Kyungu, a warlord responsible for atrocities in the southern region of
Katanga who escaped from house arrest in Lubumbashi in March 2020, re-
mained at large at time of writing.

Militia leader Guidon Shimiray Mwissa, wanted by Congolese authorities for seri-
ous crimes, including child recruitment and rape, remained active in North Kivu,
commanding a faction of the Nduma Defense of Congo-Rénové. In May, Guidon
joined a coalition of armed groups, some of them rivals, that fought alongside
Congolese forces against the M23.
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Environment and Human Rights

Congo’s territory contains most of the world’s second largest rainforest, which
holds billions of tons of carbon underground and is home to Indigenous peo-
ples.

In April, the Environment Ministry released an audit by the General Inspectorate
of Finance, dated May 2021, that revealed at least six former ministers had
granted illegal logging permits in violation of a nationwide moratorium. The

audit also showed widespread tax avoidance by concession holders. The govern-

ment suspended 12 concessions but fell short of cancelling all illegal permits.

In November, Tshisekedi signed a new law on the Protection and Promotion of
the Rights of Indigenous Pygmy Peoples.

In July, the government launched an auction for licensing rights to 27 oil and 3
gas blocks, opening an estimated 11 million hectares of the rainforest to drilling.
Drilling in these blocks could release up to 5.8 billion tons of carbon, more than
14 percent of the world’s total greenhouse gas emissions in 2021.

Key International Actors

In June, King Philippe of Belgium visited Congo for the first time and reaffirmed
his “deepest regrets” for colonial-era abuses but did not offer an apology or
raise the issue of reparations. Belgian authorities returned a tooth of the mur-
dered Congolese independence hero Patrice Lumumba to his family. The relic
from the country’s first prime minister was taken around Congo ahead of a fu-
neral in Kinshasa.

In August, United States Secretary of State Antony Blinken met with President
Tshisekedi in Kinshasa and pledged an additional $10 million to promote peace-
ful political participation and transparent elections.

In December, the European Union added eight individuals to its targeted sanc-
tions list (freezing of financial assets and travel bans), bringing to 17 the number
of people, including senior officials, subjected to restrictive measures. The
same month, the UN Security Council extended MONUSCO’s mandate for one
year.
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Ecuador

Insecurity is a top concern for many Ecuadorians. The homicide rate had in-
creased to nearly 16 per 100,000 citizens, as of October. In response to gang vi-
olence, the government in August declared the fourth state of emergency since
October 2021.

Overcrowding and lack of state control in Ecuador’s prisons have enabled de-
tained gang members to commit several massacres nationwide since 2021,
killing around 400 detainees.

Anti-government protests in June highlighted longstanding structural problems
impacting Indigenous communities and households in poverty. Demonstrators
protested inadequate access to health care, education, and employment, and
removal of fuel subsidies. Security forces responded with abuses at times, and
violence by protesters—or infiltrators—erupted.

Weak rule of law, alleged corruption, lack of enforcement of Indigenous peoples’
rights, restrictions on access to abortion, and limited protection of children and
lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) people remained serious con-
cerns.

Prison Conditions and Killings

Poor prison conditions, including overcrowding, contributed to a string of gang-

related mass killings. Between February 2021 and October 2022, nine massacres
left approximately 400 detainees dead and dozens injured. Human Rights Watch
documented insufficient steps to stop the killings, including an eight-hour delay
before police entered a Guayaquil prison during a November 12, 2021, massacre.

As of August, nobody had been convicted for participating in any of the 2022
massacres.

Overcrowding appears to be rooted in excessive use of pretrial detention, harsh
drug policies and delays in granting benefits. Prison guards are poorly trained
and insufficient to contain violence.

In February, the government adopted a policy to improve prison conditions and
detainees’ access to basic services. In April, it initiated a process to hire and
train 1,400 guards.
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In June, a commission of experts convened by the president to reform the prison
system released its final report, concluding that Ecuador’s prisons are “punish-
ment warehouses” rather than centers for rehabilitation.

Ecuador’s government has not kept accurate data on the number and identity of
detainees. A census to collect socio-demographic information on the prison
population started on August 22.

Use of Force by Security Forces

In Quito and Guayaquil, police responded to peaceful demonstrations commem-

orating International Women’s Day, March 8, with excessive force, including in-
discriminate use of teargas and pepper spray.

During anti-government protests starting June 13, police responded several
times with excessive force, shooting teargas canisters directly at demonstrators
or close to areas sheltering children and injured people. Protests began peace-

fully but turned violent. Demonstrators blamed provocateurs for vandalism, loot-

ing, and blocking medical deliveries to hospitals. Six civilians and one member
of the military died, and over 300 people suffered injuries, Ecuadorian human
rights groups and media reported. In one case, the government confirmed a
death by teargas canister impact.

On August 22, a law took effect prohibiting security forces from using excessive,
arbitrary, orillegitimate force, and stressing that the use of force should follow
principles of legality, necessity, proportionality, precaution, humanity, non-dis-
crimination and accountability. The law allows use of lethal weapons only under
threat of severe injury or death.

Rule of Law and Anti-Corruption Efforts

Democratic institutions damaged under former President Rafael Correa (2007-
2017) remain fragile, amid allegations of corruption, interference in the appoint-
ment of authorities, and politically motivated removal of authorities prior to the
end of their term. Several reforms improved the independence of key judicial in-
stitutions. But reports of trial delays, lack of due process and improper pressure
on courts continued.
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Rights of Indigenous Peoples

On June 30, officials and Indigenous leaders reached an agreement to stop the
protests organized in response to authorities’ perceived unwillingness to ad-
dress structural problems. Protesters’ demands included guaranteeing Indige-
nous peoples’ collective rights and access to health, education, and
employment; lowering the prices of food and other essential goods; and repair-
ing the social and environmental impacts of mining and oil extraction in Indige-
nous territories.

The 9o-day dialogue hetween government and Indigenous groups to discuss the
issues that prompted the protests concluded on October 14 with over 120 agree-
ments.

Many Indigenous communities have long-opposed oil development in the Ama-
zon. In January, the Heavy Crude Qil Pipeline ruptured, affecting areas of the
Cayambe Coca National Park. Contaminated water reached dozens of Indigenous
Kichwa communities. The company and government started a cleanup, and au-
thorities began an investigation into the cause and environmental impact.

That same month, the Constitutional Court ruled Indigenous communities must
be consulted on extractive projects that could affect their lands, and that only in
exceptional circumstances can officials authorize projects without the commu-
nity’s consent.

In September, the government declared a temporary moratorium on 15 extraction
areas and said it will grant no further mining concessions until a law regulating
consultation processes is approved.

At time of writing, the Inter-American Court of Human Rights was considering its
first case on Indigenous communities in voluntary isolation. The Tagaeri and
Taromenane ethnic groups sued Ecuador for harming their territories, natural re-
sources, and way of life, and for failing to prevent violent deaths of community
members. Ecuador has accepted partial responsibility, including for failing to in-
vestigate the deaths.
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Women’s Rights

A Constitutional Court ruling in 2021 decriminalized abortion in rape cases, set-
ting in motion an effort to amend legislation accordingly.

President Guillermo Lasso, in March, partially vetoed an abortion bill. Legislators
accepted his proposed restrictions on access, including short deadlines, broad
conscientious objection, and unreasonable requirements like first reporting
rapes to authorities. The amended law entered into force in April.

The Constitutional Court provisionally suspended measures requiring raped girls
to obtain a legal representative’s authorization for abortion. At time of writing, a
final decision was pending.

Stigmatization, mistreatment, fear of criminal prosecution, and a narrow inter-
pretation of the health exception to the general abortion ban remain barriers to
access.

The Attorney General’s Office reported 53 femicides—murders of women deemed
gender related—between January and August. Civil society organizations re-
ported an increase in all killings of women compared to previous years; over 200
as of September.

Disability Rights

On September 16, complying with an Inter-American Court of Human Rights rul-
ing, Ecuador publicly recognized its responsibility for the disappearance of Luis
Eduardo Guachala Chimbo, a 23-year-old with a mental health condition.
Guachala disappeared from a hospital in 2004, and Ecuador did not fulfill its ob-
ligation to search for him, the court found. The ruling established standards on
informed consent, legal capacity and supported decision making for people with
disabilities.

Children’s Rights

Sexual violence is a longstanding problem in public and private schools. Nearly
30 percent of over 14,000 reports of sexual violence that Ecuador’s Ministry of
Education registered between January 2014 and April 2022 happened in
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schools. Publicly reported cases probably represent only a fraction of cases.
Many survivors face re-traumatization at school and barriers to accessing justice.

Human Rights Watch research found that Educa Contigo, an Education Ministry
website launched during the Covid-19 pandemic, collected and transmitted chil-
dren’s personal data to third-party companies, enabling them to track and target
children for advertising purposes.

Sexual Orientation and Gender Identity

The National Assembly has yet to comply with Constitutional Court orders to re-
vise civil marriage provisions to include same-sex couples; to allow self-determi-
nation in gender recognition procedures; to regulate assisted reproduction
methods; and to allow same-sex couples to register children with their
surnames.

The constitution discriminates against same-sex couples by excluding them from
access to adoption.

Refugees, Asylum Seekers, and Migrants

From January to July 2022, Ecuador recognized 1,857 people as refugees. As of
September, the country was sheltering more than 500,000 Venezuelan migrants
and refugees. Most asylum seekers are Venezuelan.

President Lasso decreed a year-long regularization process for Venezuelans,
starting September 1. Those with irregular status who entered through official
border checkpoints before June 1 can receive temporary visas lasting two years,
with an option to extend for a third.

Freedom of Expression

During June protests, the non-governmental organization Fundamedios docu-
mented physical and verbal attacks by, mainly, protesters against 114 journal-
ists, 40 cameramen and 8o media outlets.

On October 3, the Constitutional Court ruled some provisions of a communica-
tions bill restricted the right to freedom of expression, partially agreeing with an
August veto by Lasso. At time of writing, the bill has not entered into force.
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Key International Actors and Foreign Policy

The Inter-American Commission on Human Rights (IACHR) released a report, in

March, describing longstanding government abandonment of the prison system.

In May, a spokesperson for the United Nations High Commissioner for Human
Rights reiterated deep alarm at recurring prison violence.

On June 9, Ecuador was elected as a non-permanent member of the UN Security
Council starting in January 2023.

On June 10, Ecuador signed the Los Angeles Declaration on Migration and Pro-

tection, committing to strengthening and expanding paths toward safe, legal mi-

gration and asylum.

During the June protests, the IACHR and its special rapporteur for freedom of ex-
pression expressed concern about attacks against journalists and violence. The
UN Committee on the Rights of the Child expressed concern over security force
violence against children, including indiscriminate use of tear gas.

Ecuador condemned Russia’s invasion of Ukraine and human rights violations in
Venezuela. After sham elections in Nicaragua, it did not send a delegation to
Daniel Ortega’s inauguration.

Ecuador and five other countries in the region led the renewal, in October, of the
UN Independent International Fact-Finding Mission on Venezuela.
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Egypt

September 2022 marked one year since the Egyptian government launched the
national human rights strategy, but authorities took few if any steps to ease the
wholesale campaign of repression against critics or repeal any of the numerous
laws that are routinely used to curtail basic freedoms. While authorities released
hundreds of detainees in a piecemeal manner, they arrested many others and re-
arrested some of those released. Thousands remain unjustly detained for their
peaceful activism.

President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi declared 2022 the “year of civil society,” but key
members of civil society continued to face arbitrary travel bans, asset freezes,
and criminal investigations in retaliation for their peaceful activism or criticism.

Egypt faced an intensifying economic crisis in 2022, which increasingly impacted
access to food and other socioeconomic rights, while the government negotiated
yet another loan agreement with the International Monetary Fund.

Abuses by Police and Security Forces

Interior Ministry police and National Security agents continued to forcibly disap-
pear opponents in unofficial detention places where detainees are subjected to
torture and forced confessions.

On January 12, security forces disappeared Hossam Menoufy, a supporter of the
Muslim Brotherhood, after a plane carrying him from Khartoum to Istanbul made
an unscheduled landing in Luxor. Although Egypt’s Interior Ministry said in a Jan-
uary 15 statement that Menoufy was detained and under investigation, authori-
ties refused to respond to questions about his whereabouts.

Authorities failed to investigate incidents of torture and mistreatment, which re-
mained widespread. In May 2022, Egypt’s Supreme State Security head prosecu-
tor, Khaled Diaa, referred for mass trial a group of detainees who had appeared
in two leaked videos, published by the Guardian, showing them in a Cairo police
station with wounds that appeared to be the result of torture. The alleged police
perpetrators faced no serious investigation.
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On April 10, police informed economist Ayman Hadhoud’s family that he had
died in custody after being forcibly disappeared in February 2022. Egyptian au-
thorities failed to conduct an independent, effective, and transparent investiga-
tion into Hadhoud’s suspicious death in custody and ignored mounting evidence
that the authorities forcibly disappeared, tortured, and otherwise ill-treated him,
and denied him access to timely and adequate health care.

War in North Sinai

In April, President al-Sisi indicated in a public speech that the ongoing military
operations in North Sinai, involving mainly the army against the local extremist
armed group Islamic State (also known as ISIS) affiliate Wilayat Sina,” were draw-
ing to a close, stating, “The issue has ended.”

But in July and August, videos and photographs circulated on social media by
groups representing army-affiliated militias showed three extrajudicial execu-
tions of shackled or wounded men in custody in North Sinai. A Human Rights
Watch analysis of these videos verified their authenticity. The analysis indicated
that members of both the militias and the army itself were responsible for the
killings.

According to media and human rights reports, army-affiliated militias comprised
of members of local clans trained and supported by the army were increasingly
involved in fighting in North Sinai in 2022.

The government allowed some families to return to their lands in late 2021 and
early 2022. The Egyptian army has led a massive demolitions campaign that in-
cluded destroying over 12,300 buildings from 2013 to July 2020 without uphold-
ing its human rights obligations on forced evictions. Many of these demolitions
lacked evidence of “absolute” military necessity, likely making them war crimes.
Hundreds of families remain uncompensated.

Prison Conditions and Deaths in Custody

The dire conditions in Egyptian prisons and detention centers remained shielded
from independent oversight or monitoring in 2022, despite government public
relations campaigns touting the opening of new prisons.
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In February, prison officials refused multiple requests by prominent dissident
Salah Soltan to see an independent doctor and to obtain the necessary medica-
tion and medical equipment. Authorities’ denial of health care and otherill-
treatment appears to be in retaliation for his son Mohamed’s advocacy in the
US. In September, Soltan was moved from the notorious Scorpion prison to the
new Badr Complex in eastern Cairo. He told his family that authorities continued
to hold him in solitary confinement and that an officer told him he would only
leave prison as a “dead body.” Like many other inmates of Badr prison, he is ex-
posed to fluorescent lights 24 hours a day and has CCTV surveillance cameras in-
side his cell.

Authorities continued to deny unjustly detained Egyptian-British blogger and po-
litical activist Alaa Abdel Fattah consular access and visits by his lawyer. Abdel
Fattah ended his hunger strike in mid-November.

According to a joint report released in April by the Egyptian Front for Human
Rights and the Freedom Initiative, Egyptian security forces and prison staff were
found to employ systematic sexual violence to degrade and torture detainees in-
cluding men, women, transmen, and transwomen.

At National Security Agency sites, detainees, who are usually victims of enforced
disappearances, could be raped, molested, electrocuted on their genitals, or
threatened with sexual violence against them or their relatives to coerce confes-
sions. Female prisoners were particularly subject to sexual violence in prisons,
where guards would often assault them while carrying out “cavity searches.”

Denial of Fair Trials, Due Process

In February 2022, the president confirmed prison sentences imposed on activist
Alaa Abd al Fattah, Mohamed al-Bager, a human rights lawyer, and Mohamed
“Oxygen” Ibrahim, a blogger. The decisions were handed down by extraordinary
Emergency State Security Courts and are not subject to appeal.

Judges and prosecutors routinely remanded thousands of detainees in custody
without presenting evidence. Three Egyptian activists began hunger strikes on
February 10 and 11, 2022, to protest their indefinite pretrial detention. When
judges issued release orders for the three, prosecutors “recycled” them to differ-
ent cases to circumvent the two-year limit on pretrial detention in Egyptian law.
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Freedom of Association, Attacks on Human Rights Defenders

President al-Sisi has called for a national dialogue with elements of the country’s
political opposition in May for the first time since he assumed power in 2014.
However, the dialogue at time of writing had produced no concrete policies to
improve in the human rights situation in Egypt.

Authorities continued to use arbitrary travel bans to target key members of civil
society for their peaceful work, including rights lawyers, journalists, feminists,
and researchers. The virtually indefinite bans, which authorities usually do not
formally announce and provide no clear way to challenge them in court, have
separated families, damaged careers, and harmed the mental health of those
subjected to them. Some of those civil society members faced asset freezes that
have locked them out of the banking system.

In January 2022, The Arab Network for Human Rights Information (ANHRI), one of
Egypt’s leading independent human rights organizations, announced that it was
ending operations after nearly 18 years. The group was forced to close due to a
series of threats, violent attacks, and arrests by the National Security Agency, as
well as the looming deadline requiring all nongovernmental organizations
(NGOs) to register under the draconian associations law.

Authorities worked to utilize the hosting of the United Nations Climate Change
Conference (COP27) to whitewash the country’s human rights abuses, even
though the government has imposed arbitrary funding, research, and registra-
tion obstacles that have debilitated local environmental groups, forcing some
activists into exile and others to steer clear of important work.

As a result, environmental groups’ ability to carry out independent policy, advo-
cacy, and field work was largely restricted. They are barred from studying the im-
pact on local communities and the environmental toll of fossil fuel operations.
They are also barred from determining the impact of Egypt’s vast and opaque
military business activity, such as destructive forms of quarrying, water bottling
plants, and some cement factories, as well as “national” infrastructure projects
(such as a new administrative capital) associated with the president’s office or
the military.
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Freedom of Expression and Assembly

In April 2022, authorities arrested TV presenter Hala Fahmy and journalist Safaa
al-Korbagy apparently in response to their criticism of the National Broadcasting
Authority. Both remained in pretrial detention at time of writing.

On March 28, a court sentenced two singers to a year in prison and fines on
vague charges of “violating family values in Egyptian society and profiting from a
video including dancing and singing.” The charges stemmed from an October
2020 video showing the two men singing and dancing along with a female
Brazilian belly dancer.

In September, prosecutors summoned three Mada Masr journalists, as well as
the chief editor, and charged them with “spreading false news” over a news arti-
cle about the Nation’s Future Party, the pro-government party that holds a major-
ity in parliament. The chief editor was also charged with operating unlicensed
news site.

Authorities continued to block access to hundreds of news and human rights
websites without judicial orders.

Refugees and Asylum Seekers

During 2022, Egyptian authorities and security forces subjected refugees and
asylum seekers to arbitrary detention, physical abuse, and refoulement—forced
returns to a country where individuals may face threats to their lives or freedom,
torture, or other serious harm. Egypt is a party to the 1951 UN and 1969 African
(OAU) refugee conventions and the 1984 Convention against Torture, which pro-
hibit refoulement.

In December 2021 and January 2022, Egyptian police arbitrarily detained at least
30 Sudanese refugees and asylum seekers during raids, subjecting some to
forced physical labor and beatings. Detained refugees and asylum seekers were
kept in overcrowded rooms and denied adequate food and medical care.

In March, authorities deported 31 Eritreans, including 8 children, after detaining
them in poor conditions and denying them access to the UN High Commissioner
for Refugees (UNHCR) to lodge asylum claims, according to the Refugees Plat-
form in Egypt. These summary deportations of Eritrean asylum seekers, which
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followed similar prior deportations during late 2021, violated the international
legal prohibition on refoulement.

Women’s Rights, Gender Identity, Sexual Orientation

In 2022, Egypt witnessed a spate of heinous killings of women by men including
a judge who killed his second wife and mutilated her body before secretly bury-
ing her, and a male student who stabbed to death a female fellow student in
front of Mansoura University when she refused his marriage proposal. The gov-
ernment has failed for years to enact laws and policies to seriously address vio-
lence against women.

Sexual violence remains a pervasive problem in Cairo and other cities. Refugees
and asylum seekers, particularly black Africans, live in vulnerable communities
where they face assault and rape and the authorities fail to provide them protec-
tion, and impede access to justice as police refuse to register survivors’ com-
plaints or pursue investigations.

In Egypt, married students who are pregnant or are mothers are reportedly only
able to continue their education through homeschooling. Students who become
pregnant outside of marriage do not generally receive the same support and en-
couragement to continue their education at home.

Authorities in Egypt have undermined lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender
(LGBT) people’s right to privacy with digital targeting, namely entrapment on so-
cial media and dating applications, online harassment and “outing,” online ex-
tortion, monitoring social media, and reliance on illegitimately obtained digital
evidence in prosecutions.

Human Rights Watch documented cases where security forces have used digital
targeting, based on “debauchery” provisions and the Cybercrime Law, to entrap
LGBT people, arbitrarily arrest and detain them based on digital evidence found
on their personal devices, and ill-treat them in police custody.

Social and Economic Rights

Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine had serious impacts on the already-deteri-

orating economic situation in Egypt, where nearly one-third of the population
lives under the national poverty line. Egypt is among the world’s largest im-
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porters of wheat, 8o percent of which comes from Russia and Ukraine. Egypt
also imports over half of its sunflower oil from Ukraine, and the government had
already reduced subsidies for sunflower and soybean oil by 20 percent in June
2021 in response to an increase in prices. Trade disruptions caused by the war
have increased prices for these basic commodities, limiting access to food for
the nation’s poorest and most vulnerable populations.

In March, Egyptian authorities requested support from the International Mone-
tary Fund to help mitigate the economic fallout related to Russia’s invasion of

Ukraine. After months of negotiations, a six-month, US$3 billion program was

announced in October. Rights groups have voiced strong concerns in previous

years around the lack of emphasis on the need for the Egyptian government to
expand social protection, strengthen judicial independence, and address cor-

ruption and the need for transparency.

Key International Actors

On September 15, the United States withheld US$130 million of $300 million in
Fiscal Year 2021 Foreign Military Financing to Egypt that was conditioned on
human rights progress, out of a total of $1.3 billion in annual US security assis-
tance. Congress withheld an additional $75 million in October.

The European Union presented a joint bid with Egypt in early 2022 to co-lead the
Global Counter-Terrorism Forum (GCTF), a multilateral platform with far-reaching
influence on global counterterrorism policy, despite Egypt’s abhorrent record of
human rights violations in the name of counterterrorism. In April 2022, GCTF ap-
proved the chairmanship of Egypt and the EU of the forum.

In August, the European Commission confirmed that the EU planned to allocate
€80 million (around $82.3 million) in 2022 and 2023 to provide equipment and
services to Egyptian authorities “in support of border management,” including
“search and rescue and border surveillance at land and sea borders,” despite
the country’s dire human rights record and the impact the EU funding would
have in impeding Egyptians’ right to leave.

Many European countries such as France and Italy continued to export weapons
to Egypt, despite the country’s rights record.
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In February, President al-Sisi attended the EU-AU summit in Brussels, receiving
little if any public criticism by European leaders. In June, the EU and Egypt en-
dorsed their 2021-27 partnership priorities at the bilateral Association Council

meeting. The document refers to an allegedly “shared commitment to the univer-

sal values of democracy, the rule of law and the respect of human rights,” but

fails to acknowledge the deep human rights crisis in Egypt. In November, the Eu-

ropean Parliament adopted a damning resolution on human rights in Egypt reit-
erating its call for a “profound and comprehensive review” of the EU’s relations
with the country.

In September, two NGOs filed complaints in France urging judicial authorities to
investigate France’s alleged involvement in a secret Egyptian military operation
on the Libyan border on the basis that it involved acts amounting to crimes
against humanity.
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El Salvador

President Nayib Bukele and his majority in the Legislative Assembly have sys-
tematically dismantled democratic checks and balances. In September, he an-
nounced he would seek re-election in 2024, despite a constitutional prohibition
on immediate re-election.

In March, the National Assembly declared a state of emergency and suspended
basic rights in response to gang violence. Authorities committed widespread
human rights violations, including mass arbitrary detention, enforced disappear-
ances, ill-treatment in detention, and due process violations.

Gangs continue to exercise control over some neighborhoods and extort resi-
dents. They forcibly recruit children and sexually abuse women, girls, and les-
bian, gay, bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) people. They kill, disappear, rape, or
displace those who resist.

Judicial Independence

Since taking office in 2019, President Bukele and his allies have taken steps to
effectively co-opt democratic institutions.

In May 2021, Bukele’s two-thirds majority in the Assembly summarily removed
and replaced all five judges on the Supreme Court’s Constitutional Chamber and
the attorney general.

In June 2021, the Assembly appointed five new judges to the Supreme Court for a
total of 10 out of 15 Supreme Court judges, although under the law each newly
elected legislature is allowed to appoint only five judges to the court.

In September 2021, lawmakers passed laws allowing the Supreme Court and the
attorney general to dismiss judges and prosecutors over 60 years of age and ex-
panding their power to transfer judges and prosecutors to new posts. The laws
have been used to abusively dismiss or transfer independent judges or prosecu-
tors.

Also in September, the Supreme Court’s Constitutional Chamber ruled that the
constitution allowed for immediate presidential re-election, although it had
been consistently interpreted to forbid immediate re-election.
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A Bukele administration-sponsored overhaul to the constitution, which would re-
form the courts and other bodies, remained pending at time of writing.

Gang Violence

Gangs continued to forcibly recruit children and sexually assault, kill, abduct,
rape, and displace people. For decades, the response by authorities has oscil-
lated between obscure negotiations with gangs and iron fist security policies
that have led to rights violations.

Violence in areas controlled by gangs drives internal displacement. The Office of
the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees in 2021 reported 71,500 in-
ternally displaced people. More than 153,000 Salvadorans sought asylum in
other countries, mostly the US, in 2021.

El Faro, a prestigious digital news outlet, reported that, before being fired in
2021, former Attorney General Rall Melara had been investigating negotiations
between the Bukele administration and the country’s three largest gangs. Ac-
cording to El Faro, the government offered members prison privileges and em-
ployment opportunities in exchange for lowering the homicide rate.

Between March 24 and 27, 92 people were killed in El Salvador, seemingly by
gangs; the highest homicide number in years, which led to authorities’ state of
emergency declaration. According to El Faro, the wave of violence in March was (1 1)
triggered by the collapse of government negotiations with the MS-13 gang. No- we Can ArreSt Anyone we Want

. o Widespread Human Rights Violations Under El Salvador’s “State of Emergency”
body had been convicted of the killings as of September.

The government reported that there were no homicides during many days of
2022, but authorities have told journalists that the aggregated data on homi-
cides is “classified.” The official homicide rate declined from about 36 per
100,000 in 2019 to 17 per 100,000 in 2021. In July 2019, the government HEUEMEAYN =

changed the way killings are counted, excluding cases in which police officers AU LS gcrlﬁtﬂﬁll
were reported to have killed alleged gang members in confrontations. WATCH Frreahes Humanee
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Abuses During the State of Emergency

In March 2022, the Legislative Assembly adopted for 30 days a state of emer-
gency that suspends some basic rights. Legislators had extended the measure
six times and it remained in place at time of writing.

Also in March, legislators approved gang-related legislation that allows authori-
ties to imprison children as young as 12 and expands the use of pretrial deten-
tion.

Over 55,000 people were detained under the state of emergency between late
March and mid-October, authorities report. Many arrests appear to have been
based on the appearance or social background of the detainees, and local
human rights groups have documented that hundreds of people with no connec-
tion to gangs have been detained.

Human rights organizations, including Cristosal and Human Rights Watch, have
documented serious abuses by security forces during the state of emergency, in-
cluding arbitrary arrests, enforced disappearances, torture and other forms of ill-
treatment, and due process violations.

Cristosal reported over 2,900 cases of human rights violations during the state
of emergency.

Over 45,000 people arrested during the state of emergency went into pre-trial
detention, contributing to prison populations increasing to an estimated 84,000
detainees, over three times official capacity. Historically poor conditions in de-
tention—overcrowding, violence, and poor access to such services as food and
drinking water—worsened.

Over 80 detainees died in prison, local rights groups reported. In some cases,
authorities have failed to conduct autopsies or else follow internationally ac-
cepted medical and legal standards.

Disappearances

The Attorney General’s Office registered more than 28,000 complaints of missing
people between January 2005 and August 2021. This is more than the estimated
8,000 to 10,000 disappeared during the 12-year civil war that ended in 1992. Be-
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tween January and May 2022, Foundation Studies for the Application of Law
(FESPAD), a local nongovernmental organization, counted 500 disappearances
registered by the National Civil Police. Perpetrators include gangs and security
forces. Accountability in these cases is rare.

Transparency and Anti-Corruption

At the time of his removal, in May 2021, Attorney General Melara was investigat-
ing six government officials for alleged corruption regarding funds allocated for
Covid-19.

In June 2021, the new Attorney General, Rodolfo Delgado, ended a cooperation
agreement with the International Commission Against Impunity in El Salvador
(CICIES), a body backed by the Organization of American States (OAS) to fight
corruption.

In January 2022, the Attorney General’s Office raided the offices of prosecutors
who had, under Melara, been investigating allegations of corruption and offi-
cials’ negotiations with gangs. Four prosecutors fled the country, fearing perse-
cution.

The Bukele administration has weakened the role of the Access to Public Infor-
mation Agency including by changing the agency’s regulations in ways that un-
dermine its autonomy and by dismissing one of its members.

Prosecutors in 2017 charged former President Mauricio Funes (2009-2014), living
in Nicaragua since 2016, with offenses involving corruption, embezzlement, and
money laundering. Nicaraguan President Daniel Ortega granted Funes
Nicaraguan citizenship in 2021.

Freedom of Expression
The government has created a hostile environment for the media.

The Association of Journalists of El Salvador (APES) reported 421 “press freedom
violations” between 2019 and 2021, including physical attacks, digital harass-
ment, and restrictions on journalists’ work and access to public information.
APES also reported that nine journalists fled the country fearing harassment and
arbitrary arrests.
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In January 2022, Citizen Lab and Access Now reported that Pegasus spyware had
been used to hack the mobile phones of at least 35 Salvadoran journalists and
civil society members, including 22 reporters from El Faro.

In April, the Legislative Assembly passed an overly broad law establishing new
criminal offenses carrying prison sentences of up to 15 years for journalists who
reproduce messages by gangs.

The Bukele administration proposed a “foreign agents” law, in November 2021,
requiring individuals and organizations that “directly or indirectly” receive fund-
ing from abroad to register as “foreign agents.” In August 2022, the speaker of
the government’s party, Christian Guevara, said authorities would use it, once
passed, to punish El Faro.

Accountability for Past Abuses

Impunity for abuses committed during the country’s civil war (1980-1992) re-
mains the norm.

Nobody has been sentenced for the 1981 massacre in El Mozote village, in which
a US-trained battalion killed 978 civilians, including 553 children, and raped and

tortured many victims. A trial of former military commanders accused in the mas-

sacre started in 2016. In 2021, Jorge Guzman, the judge in the criminal case
against the alleged perpetrators of the massacre, was ousted and the trial
stalled.

Women and Girls’ Sexual and Reproductive Rights
Abortion is illegal under all circumstances.

Many women have been convicted, and in some cases sentenced to decades, in
prison, on related charges, including after miscarriages or obstetric emergen-
cies. In June 2022, a court sentenced a woman who suffered an obstetric emer-
gency to 50 years in prison for “aggravated homicide.”

Between September 2021 and September 2022, courts released six women who
had served 6 to 13 years in prison on charges of abortion, homicide, or aggra-
vated homicide.
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El Salvador officially ratified the International Labour Organization Convention
on Violence and Harassment (C190), after the Legislative Assembly ratified it in
May 2022. The treaty obligates El Salvador to provide comprehensive protec-
tions to ensure a world of work free from violence and harassment, including
gender-based violence and sexual harassment.”

Disability Rights

El Salvador’s legislative framework remains inconsistent with international dis-
ability rights law, with restrictions on legal capacity for people with intellectual
and psychosocial disabilities—and insufficient measures to improve physical
and communications access.

Sexual Orientation and Gender Identity

Lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) people remain targets of homo-
phobic and transphobic violence by police, gangs, and the general public. In
many cases, LGBT people are forced to flee the country, and often seek safety in
the United States.

In February 2022, the Supreme Court ordered the Legislative Assembly to create,
within one year, a procedure for transgender people to change their names on
identity documents. Legislators had not begun discussions as of September
2022. Meanwhile, transgender people continue to experience discrimination
due to a mismatch between their gender and their identity documents, including
in the ambits of health, employment, voting, and banking.

Key International Actors

For fiscal year 2022, the US appropriated over US$66 million in bilateral aid to El
Salvador, particularly to reduce extreme violence and strengthen state institu-
tions. The US Congress prohibited Foreign Military Financing to El Salvador and,
in 2021, the United States Agency for International Development redirected as-
sistance away from the National Police and the Institute for Access to Public In-
formation and towards civil society groups.
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In July 2022, the administration of US President Joe Biden added six Salvadorans
to the 19 already on the “Engel List” of individuals engaged in “significant cor-
ruption” or acts that “undermine democratic processes.” They included Presi-
dent Bukele’s legal advisor and press secretary, and the speaker of his party.

In March 2022, UN Secretary-General Antonio Guterres expressed concern about
soaring violence in El Salvador and asked authorities to address it with meas-
ures “in line with international human rights law and standards.”

In April 2022, the Office of the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights ex-
pressed concern over the Salvadoran government’s response to gang violence,
including arrests without warrants, reports of ill-treatment, and amendments to
the criminal code.

In June, six United Nations experts expressed “serious concerns” over allega-
tions of abuses committed during the state of emergency, including enforced
disappearances and a “pattern” of arbitrary arrests.

In March 2021, El Salvador announced it was re-negotiating a US$1.3 billion loan
with the International Monetary Fund (IMF). Negotiations have been stalled, ap-
parently due to El Salvador’s adoption in September 2021 of bitcoin as legal ten-
der and concerns over the weakening of judicial independence and the
reduction of transparency and accountability. The Inter-American Development
Bank approved $1.3 billion in funds for El Salvador for 2021-2024 and, in 2021,
the Central American Bank of Economic Integration approved an $8,884.7 million
loan—its largest to any country in the region.
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Eritrea

Eritrea’s government continued to severely repress its population, imposing re-
strictions on freedom of expression, opinion, and faith, and restricting inde-
pendent scrutiny by international monitors. Eritrea continued to negatively
impact the rights environment in the Horn of Africa region.

Eritrea is a one-man dictatorship under unelected President Isaias Afewerki, with
no legislature, no independent civil society organizations or media outlets, and
no independent judiciary. In 2001, Isaias closed all independent newspapers
and arrested 10 journalists held incommunicado to date. Elections have never
been held in the country since it gained independence in 1993, and the govern-
ment has never implemented the 1997 constitution guaranteeing civil rights and
limiting executive power.

The government has taken no steps to end its widespread forced labor and con-
scription, instead, reports of mass roundups (giffas in Tigrinya) and forced con-
scription to fill the army’s ranks increased in the second half of the year as
fighting resumed in Ethiopia’s Tigray region. In September, it reportedly recalled
reservists (up to the age of 55) in anticipation of renewed fighting alongside
Ethiopian security forces in Tigray.

Eritrean forces remained in parts of Ethiopia’s Tigray region where they have con-

tinued to commit serious violations, including mass arbitrary detentions, and
pillage and rape of Tigrayans in Western Tigray zone.

The Africa Centres for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) did not report any in-

formation on vaccination campaigns in Eritrea.

Eritrea was re-elected, in late 2021 to the United Nations Human Rights Council
on an African group non-competitive slate. However, this did not result in re-
forms of its oppressive policies, according to the UN special rapporteur on the
situation of human rights in Eritrea.

Eritrea continued to refuse to cooperate with key UN and African Union rights
mechanisms, including by denying access to the UN special rapporteur. In De-
cember 2021, it opposed the establishment of a commission of human rights ex-
perts on Ethiopia (ICHREE) to investigate abuses by all parties in the Tigray
conflict.
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Eritrea’s 2015 penal code punishes homosexual conduct with five to seven years
in prison.

Indefinite Military Conscription and Forced Labor

The government continued to conscript Eritreans, mostly men and unmarried
women, indefinitely into military or civil service for low pay and with no say in
their profession or work location. Conscientious objection is not recognized; it is
punished. Discharge from national service is arbitrary and procedures opaque.
Conscripts are often subjected to inhuman and degrading punishment, including
torture, without recourse.

Since Eritrea joined the war in Ethiopia’s Tigray region, new waves of mass
roundups of Eritreans believed to be evading service to fill the army’s ranks have
been regularly reported, which have included child recruitment according to the
UN special rapporteur on Eritrea. Roundups increased in August and September
as fighting resumed in Ethiopia; families of draft evaders also faced reprisals, in-
cluding arbitrary detentions and evictions from their homes. In September, the
media said that reservists, men 55 years old and below who had been dis-
charged from the army but were still expected to undergo guard duties, were
also being called up. Families are not given official information about the fate of
their loved ones sent to fight in Tigray.

Conscription begins at the Sawa military camp where students, some as young
as 16, are forced to attend their final year of secondary school while undergoing
compulsory military training. Students in the camp are under military command,
with harsh military punishments and discipline, and female students have re-
ported sexual harassment and exploitation. Dormitories are crowded and health
facilities very limited.

Unlawful, Prolonged, and Abusive Detentions

There continued to be widespread mass roundups and prolonged arbitrary ar-
rests and detentions without access to legal counsel, judicial review, or family
visits, some for decades, targeting perceived government’s opponents, includ-
ing draft evaders.
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Countless prisoners languish in the country’s extensive formal and informal
prison network, held in overcrowded places of detention with inadequate food,
water, and medical care.

Many detainees, including top government officials and journalists arrested in
2001 after they questioned Isaias’s leadership, are held incommunicado. Some
are believed to have died in detention. An additional 16 journalists were also ar-
rested at the time. Ciham Ali Abdu, daughter of a former information minister,
has been held for 10 years since her arrest at age 15. Former finance minister and
critic of the president, Berhane Abrehe, has been in incommunicado detention
since September 2018.

Freedom of Religion

For over two decades, the government has denied religious liberty to anyone
whose religious affiliation does not match the four denominations that the gov-
ernment “recognizes”: Sunni Islam, Eritrean Orthodox, Roman Catholic, and
Evangelical (Lutheran) churches. People affiliated with “unrecognized” faiths
continue to be imprisoned, and torture has been used to force them to renounce
their religion.

The trend of releases that took place in 2020 and 2021 was reversed. People
continue to be detained purely because of their religious beliefs. In March, 29
Christians were reportedly detained during a prayer meeting in Asmara and
taken to the Mai Serwa prison. Twenty Jehovah Witnesses remained in detention
since at least 2014, including Tesfazion Gebremichael, 80, detained since 2011.

Between October 11 and 15, the Eritrean government detained three Catholic
priests, Abba Abraham Habtom Gebremariam, Father Mihretab Stefanos, and
Bishop Abune Fikremariam Hagos. Abune Hagos who was arrested as he re-
turned to Eritrea from lItaly, had in 2019 penned, along with three other bishops,
a pastoral letter obliquely calling for justice and reform. In February, Abune Anto-
nios, the deposed Eritrean Orthodox Church patriarch, died while under house
arrest, to which he had been subjected since 2006.

The government continued to take control of schools and other institutions run
by the Catholic church. In August, media reported that the government planned
to take over two Catholic-run vocational training centers. Some peaceful protest-

210

ers arrested in 2017 and early 2018 for protesting the government takeover of Al
Diaa Islamic school, remained in detention.

Refugees and Returnees

Eritrea is not a party to the 1951 UN Refugee Convention and has not ratified the
1969 African Refugee Convention.

There were over 580,000 Eritrean refugees and asylum seekers abroad as of the
end 2021, and “the overwhelming majority cited the indefinite national service
as the principal reason they fled the country,” according to the May 2022 report
of the UN special rapporteur on the situation of human rights in Eritrea.

Eritreans seeking protection abroad have been targeted for abuses by Eritrean
authorities and security forces, both while abroad (in Ethiopia), and after forced
returns from other countries, such as Egypt.

Since the outbreak of conflict in Tigray in November 2020, warring parties, in-
cluding Eritrean forces, have subjected Eritrean refugees to serious abuses.

In January, the UN reported that a January air strike near the Mai Aini camp in
Tigray region killed three Eritrean refugees, two of them children. Humanitarian
access and basic services to the 25,000 Eritrean refugees living in two remaining
camps in Tigray has been affected by fighting, an uptick in drone strikes, and the
Ethiopian government’s effective siege on the Tigray region.

In January, the UN reported 20 preventable deaths there due to lack of medicine
and health services. Nongovernmental organizations and UN rights experts
raised concerns that the effective siege and impunity for conflict-related abuses
was contributing to Eritrean refugee women’s vulnerability to sexual violence
and exploitation.

In March 2022, Egypt forcibly returned 31 Eritrean refugees and threatened addi-
tional repatriations; in December 2021 it had deported 24 Eritrean refugees, in-
cluding children. In Sudan’s capital, Khartoum, for several months,
undocumented Eritreans were reportedly arbitrarily detained and released after
paying significant sums.

In April, UN human rights experts cited “patterns of human rights violations
against Eritreans who have been forcibly returned” to Eritrea, including torture,

21



WORLD REPORT 2023

HUMAN RIGHTS WATCH

ill-treatment, enforced disappearance, and arbitrary detention. They stated that
some Eritreans, deported by Egypt in October 2021, had not been seen or heard
from since and were believed to be held in incommunicado detention by Eritrean
authorities.

Key International Actors

In January, the UN launched a new development cooperation framework with Er-
itrea, sending a high-level delegation to Asmara.

In March, Eritrea voted against a UN general assembly resolution condemning
Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, one of only five countries (including Russia) to do
so. President Isaias later defended Russia in an annual Independence Day
speech. He reportedly invited Russia to establish a naval base on its Red Sea
Coast.

In its concluding observations on Eritrea, in April, the African Committee of Ex-
perts on the Rights and Welfare of the Child (ACERWC) noted that by not afford-
ing children the right to freedom of religion, Eritrea had violated the provisions
of the African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the Child.

The committee recommended that Eritrea, referring to the final year of schooling

in the Sawa military camp, should ensure that children are not educated in a mil-

itaristic environment, revise its policy recognizing only four religions, the law
prohibiting independent local media platforms, take legislative measures to ex-
plicitly outlaw the use of corporal punishment, and authorize the committee to
conduct a fact-finding mission to investigate allegations of child military training
in the Sawa camp.

In September, US President Joe Biden extended, for one year, the ability to sanc-
tion Eritrean officials for committing serious human rights abuses in Tigray. The
European Union maintained individual sanctions on Maj. Gen. Abraha Kassa,
head of Eritrea’s national security agency, which it rolled out in March 2021, for
serious human rights abuses in Eritrea including killings, arbitrary arrests, en-
forced disappearances, and torture. In September, the US condemned Eritrea’s
re-entry into the conflict.

In July, Somalia’s new president visited Somali troops being trained in Eritrea, re-

versing his predecessor’s denials that any were there.
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Eswatini

In 2022, the absolute monarchy in Eswatini, ruled by King Mswati Il since 1986,
continued to face waves of demonstrations that began in June 2021 against the
drastically deteriorating human rights situation in the country, and the lack of
democratic reforms. Intervention in November 2021 by South Africa’s President
Cyril Ramaphosa, then-chairperson of the Organ on Politics, Defense and Secu-
rity Cooperation, of the Southern African Development Community (SADC), re-
sulted in King Mswati agreeing to a national dialogue facilitated by SADC. There
has been no progress toward instituting the Sibaya or “people’s parliament” dia-
logue format proposed by the king. The dialogue format has been rejected as un-
democratic by the Multi Stakeholder Forum, an umbrella body of political
parties, churches, local businesses, student groups and civil society organiza-
tions.

Conduct of Security Forces

Following the series of protests that began in June 2021, authorities continued to
use excessive force and the threat of violence against activists and critics, some
of whom were assaulted and harassed.

Members of parliament (MPs) who voiced support for the protests have also
been targeted. MPs Mduduzi Bacede Mabuza and Mthandeni Dubehave re-
mained in custody since they were arrested in July 2021, after calling for democ-
racy. They are facing trumped-up charges of terrorism under the Suppression of
Terrorism Act, and for the alleged murder of Siphosethu Mntshali and Thando
Shongwe, who were knocked down and killed by a carin Mbabane during the
June 2021 protests. Another MP, Mduduzi Simelane, fled to South Africa, follow-
ing weeks in hiding, after the police issued a warrant for his arrest in July 2021.

According to media reports, a militarized police unit of the king, the Operation
Support Service Unit, has repeatedly used excessive force, including firing live
bullets into crowds, to break up sunset rallies. The rallies are a part of an anti-
monarchy campaign tagged “Turn Up the Heat” organized since March by the
Communist Party of Swaziland.
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In February, the authorities detained, and allegedly tortured student union lead-
ers, according to media reports, following protests by university students de-
manding scholarships and refund of hostels fees unused during the Covid-19
lockdowns. Riot police in April fired teargas and evicted protesting students from
university campuses in Mbabane and Manzini.

Freedom of Association and Assembly

The Public Order Act of 2017 protects the rights to freedom of expression, associ-
ation, and peaceful assembly, but with limitations, which the government has
been using to restrict freedoms.

In a setback for the rights of lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) peo-
ple, the High Court of Eswatini decided on April 29, in the case of Melusi Sime-
lane and Others versus the Minister of Commerce and Industry and Others, that
while LGBT people are entitled to all the relevant rights conferred under the Con-
stitution because they are human beings, those rights are subject to other laws
of Eswatini. The court went on to uphold the refusal of the Registrar of Compa-
nies to register an LGBT organization, Eswatini Sexual and Gender Minorities, be-
cause the criminalization of sodomy under the Criminal Procedure and Evidence
Act rendered the purpose of the organization unlawful.

During its Universal Periodic Review (UPR) at the United Nations Human Rights
Council (UNHRQ), several states made recommendations that Eswatini should
take steps to decriminalize same-sex conduct, and to adopt legislation to give
effect to LGBT rights.

Rule of Law, Freedom of Media

Despite repeated calls by protesters, Eswatini’s international partners, and other
actors for rights reforms, there has been no progress on the removal of legisla-
tive and other restrictions to the free exercise of civil and political rights. This in-
cludes the repeal or amendment of laws that obstruct the freedom of association
and expression, removal of the ban on the registration and operation of political
parties; ensuring greater political freedoms through free, fair, and transparent
democratic elections; implementing measures to increase women’s participa-
tion at decision-making levels, ensuring the right to health without discrimina-
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tion; abolition of the death penalty; and decriminalization of same-sex relations
and prevention of discrimination based on marital status and sexual orientation.

Reporters Without Borders in its 2022 world press freedom index ranked Eswa-
tini 131 out of 180 countries, stating that the country prevents journalists from
working freely and independently by maintaining total control over the broadcast
media, infiltrating the newsroom, and spying on, arresting and harassing jour-
nalists.

In July, Prime Minister Cleopas Sipho Dlamini published an order declaring South
African based online publication, Swaziland News, and its editor, Zweli Martin
Dlamini, ‘terrorist entities’. He made the order on the recommendation of the At-
torney General, Sifiso Khumalo, who accused Dlamini of publishing articles “that
instigate violence, the burning of public and state property, the seizure of state
power and the overthrow of lawful government.”

Women’s Rights

Women continue to be under-represented in leadership and decision-making po-
sitions in both public and private sectors, despite the provisions of the 2018
Election of Women Act, and the constitutional requirement of 30 percent repre-
sentation quotas for women and marginalized groups in parliament.

Eswatini has yet to ratify the Protocol to the African Charter on Human and Peo-
ples’ Rights on the Rights of Women in Africa, which provides, among other
things, for the protection of women from harmful practices. Eswatini has a dual
legal system, whereby the common law, based on Roman Dutch law, operates
side by side with unwritten customary laws under which women are treated as
dependents of their fathers, husbands, and traditional chiefs.

The government proposed two notable bills to parliament, in May, the Marriages
Bill and the Matrimonial Properties Bill which seek to address some of these in-
consistencies. The proposed bills include provisions to abolish marital power
held by husbands over their wives’ ability to contract and to litigate, as well as
provisions for the equitable distribution and equal access of spouses to matri-
monial property

215



WORLD REPORT 2023

Key International Actors

Following the SADC fact-finding missions to Eswatini in 2021, King Mswati had
agreed to hold a national dialogue, which has yet to take place. In April, the King
removed Eswatini from the agenda of the SADC Organ’s Troika meeting where
the national dialogue was supposed to be discussed. The July SADC extraordi-
nary summit was postponed without further notice, due to the unavailability of
Eswatini, which was on the agenda, according to media reports.

In March, the UNHRC adopted the outcomes of Eswatini’s UPR process, including
recommendations to modify, repeal or amend the Public Order Act; the Suppres-
sion of Terrorism Act, and the Seditious and Subversive Activities Act; including
recommendations to revoke the decree banning political parties; establish an in-
dependent human rights institution; adopt laws on prosecuting and investigat-
ing cases of torture and ill-treatment; abolish the death penalty; take all
measures to combat arbitrary arrests and detentions, as well as to ensure fair
trials.

In August, the Southern African Human Rights Defenders Network, the Zimbabwe
Human Rights NGO Forum, the Zimbabwe Lawyers for Human Rights, and the
Southern African People’s Solidarity Network (SAPSN), among others, raised
concerns about the King’s decree barring citizens from delivering petitions to
parliamentarians, which has further worsened the country’s political and secu-
rity situation. The organizations urged the government of Eswatini to create a
conducive environment for comprehensive and genuine political dialogue.
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Ethiopia

The two-year armed conflict in northern Ethiopia, which began in November
2020, continued to inflict a terrible toll on civilians. A truce was reached by the
main warring parties in November. State security forces and armed groups com-
mitted serious abuses, in other regions, notably Oromia. Authorities sporadi-
cally cut internet and telecommunication services in conflict-affected areas, with
internet and other forms of communications cut in Tigray since June 2021.

Conflict and unrest in several regions, followed by drought also exacerbated one
of the world’s largest humanitarian catastrophes. Over 20 million people re-
quired humanitarian assistance in 2022.

In western Oromia, fighting between government forces and armed groups re-
sulted in serious abuses committed by all sides.

Journalists, civil society organizations, and outspoken public figures in the coun-
try faced an increasingly hostile and restrictive reporting environment.

Consensual same-sex relationships are outlawed and carry a penalty of up to 15
years in prison.

Despite mounting evidence of international law violations by warring parties in
northern Ethiopia, as well as in Oromia, government efforts toward accountabil-
ity for past and present abuses have been inadequate, and lacked transparency
and independent oversight.

Conflict in Northern Ethiopia

The conflict in northern Ethiopia persisted for the second year amid limited
global pressure.

In Western Tigray Zone, an ethnic cleansing campaign, amounting to crimes
against humanity, against the Tigrayan population by newly appointed officials
and Amhara regional security forces and militias,