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Anti-Putin demonstrations in Moscow, St Petersburg 
and Nizhny Novgorod in April, May and November 
2007 were met with legal obstruction and police 
brutality, attracting widespread condemnation.

Xenophobia is a growing concern. There has been a 
continuing trend of violent attacks on non-ethnic 
Russians. According to the Moscow Human Rights 
Bureau, in 2007 more than 230 xenophobia-related 
attacks and conflicts were registered in the Russian 
Federation, resulting in the deaths of 74 people. We 
have been particularly concerned about the public 
campaign and discriminatory measures against 
ethnic Georgians in Russia. 

Lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgendered rights 
groups continue to face difficulties in exercising 
their right to freedom of assembly in Russia. During 
a protest at the prohibition of a march in support of 
sexual minorities in Moscow on 27 May 2007, a 
number of activists were injured in violent incidents.

Current concerns:  
North Caucasus
The North Caucasus remains fragile and vulnerable 
to human rights violations. We remain deeply 
concerned about ongoing reports of extra-judicial 
killings, torture, abduction and arbitrary detention 

register. NGOs, and human rights defenders in 
particular, have found their operating environment 
further constrained by implementation of this 
legislation. There have been increased reports of 
threats and intrusion into the activities of human 
rights defenders, as well as acts of harassment 
against lawyers and journalists. Many of these 
organisations and individuals had received funding 
from international institutions or from foreign 
governments. 

Increased risks to the security of journalists 
continue to undermine media freedom in Russia. 
The murder of journalist Anna Politkovskaya in 
October 2006 brought renewed attention to the 
dangers faced by journalists in Russia. Other 
journalists have died in suspicious circumstances 
and received death threats during 2007. There are 
fears that the Law on Extremist Activity is being 
used to unfairly curtail criticism of the government’s 
policy in Chechnya and the North Caucasus. 
National television channels continue to broadcast 
a narrow range of political views on sensitive issues 
and access to important media outlets is often 
difficult for opposition figures.

The authorities retain tight control on the timing 
and location of opposition demonstrations in most 
regions and there are regular reports of the 
detention and harassment of opposition activists. 

On Saturday 7 October 2006, Russian 
journalist Anna Politkovskaya was found 
dead in the lift of her apartment block. 
She had been shot four times. She was  
a high-profile, hard-hitting investigative 
journalist, whose courage and single-
mindedness was widely respected in the 
Russian media community and abroad, 
and who devoted her life’s work to 
exposing and campaigning against the 
brutality of the federal and local security 
forces in Chechnya. The Russian 
authorities are continuing to investigate 
her murder and have announced the 
arrest of several suspects, but the 
investigation has been compromised  
by the political undertones in official 
statements about responsibility for  
the murder.

Statement by Rt Hon. Geoff Hoon MP, 
Minister for Europe, 9 October 2006

“I was saddened by the murder of 
Russian journalist and human rights 
defender, Anna Politkovskaya. I extend 
my deepest sympathies to her family  
and friends.

“This was a terrible and troubling crime. 
Anna Politkovskaya’s forthright work 
in the field of human rights was 
internationally renowned. We welcome 
the fact that the criminal investigation 
will be led by the Russian Prosecutor-
General. We stress the need for a full and 
thorough investigation, and hope that it 
will bring to justice those responsible for 
her murder.” 

A rally in Paris devoted to the Russian 
investigative journalist’s memory on the  
first anniversary of her death. 

Human Rights Defender: Anna Politkovskaya
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department responsible for registering foreign 
NGOs under the amended law. Following the 
violence at the demonstration by groups 
representing sexual minorities on 27 May 2007, our 
Ambassador in Moscow raised specific concerns 
about the treatment of the demonstrators and the 
proportionality of the police response at this 
demonstration. There was also an EU démarche  
on the same issue.

We are assisting post-conflict reconstruction and 
development through our bilateral £1 million North 
Caucasus Education Initiative and the European 
Commission’s e20 million Technical Aid to the 
Commonwealth of Independent States (TACIS) 
Special Programme for the North Caucasus, and by 
supporting individual projects through dedicated 
funds such as the Global Conflict Prevention Pool. 
FCO project funds provided over £700,000 for 18 
projects working with NGOs to promote human 
rights, good governance and reform in Russia 
during the 2006/07 financial year. Over £440,000 
was allocated for a further 16 projects starting in 
2007/08. Some of the areas these projects will 
address are:

■	 improving and developing the torture prevention 
capacity of the judiciary and police in Nizhny 
Novgorod;

■	 strengthening the capacity of lawyers and NGOs 
to take human rights cases to the European 
Court of Human Rights;

■	 training in human rights of penitentiary service 
members in southern Russia; and

■	 strengthening state and civil society capacity to 
tackle xenophobia and extremism and to combat 
religious and ethnic discrimination.

Forward look 
We will continue to monitor closely Russia’s 
adherence to its human rights commitments and 
obligations during 2008, and will raise any 
concerns we have frankly with the Russian 
authorities, both bilaterally and in the EU, OSCE 
and Council of Europe, where appropriate. We look 
to the Russian authorities to ensure free and fair 
presidential elections in March 2008 and to allow 
international observation to ensure that this is 
the case.

in the region. Poverty, corruption and a lack of 
democratic accountability exacerbate human rights 
concerns. Social and economic conditions remain 
poor across the region. 

Although some reconstruction work is now being 
undertaken, much of the Chechen Republic’s urban 
and rural infrastructure was destroyed in fighting 
between separatist rebels and federal troops allied 
with local forces loyal to Moscow. While large-scale 
military action by federal troops has now ceased, 
low-intensity fighting involving local Chechen forces 
continues. There are frequent reports of explosions 
and shootings in the republic and elsewhere in 
southern Russia carried out by rebel groups. 
Long-term security in the region is undermined by 
poor social and economic conditions as well as 
credible reports of widespread human rights 
violations by all sides. Some indicators show a 
positive trend, particularly in Chechnya where 
Russian human rights group Memorial reports 25 
enforced disappearances in the first eight months 
of 2007, a six-fold reduction on the corresponding 
period in 2006. However, in neighbouring 
Ingushetia and Dagestan the number of 
disappearances markedly increased over the same 
period, to 22 and 7 respectively.

The situation in Chechnya and the wider North 
Caucasus remains an issue of importance in our 
ongoing bilateral and EU discussions with Russia. 
With EU partners, we raised the latest 
developments in Chechnya with the Russian 
government at the EU–Russia human rights 
consultations on 3 October 2007.

UK action
We raise all human rights-related concerns regularly 
in both specific bilateral and EU human rights 
consultations. EU–Russia human rights 
consultations are held every six months, most 
recently on 3 October 2007. The next bilateral 
human rights dialogue with Russia is scheduled for 
the first half of 2008. 

In addition to these consultations, we have taken 
specific action on the concerns detailed above. In 
October 2006, we held a seminar on the NGO law. 
This gave UK NGOs the opportunity to put 
questions to a senior official from the Federal 
Registration Service, the Russian government 
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Women’s rights

Despite a campaign by conservatives, the Saudi 
government has started to issue individual 
identification cards to female citizens who hold 
valid passports. This development opens the way  
for women to interact directly with parts of both  
the private and public sectors.

Current concerns
Death penalty

The number of executions in Saudi Arabia in 2007 
was estimated at 158. The vast majority of these 
executions were for murder, drug offences and rape. 
This was the highest figure in recent years. 

Corporal punishment

The judicial and administrative authorities can 
impose sentences of flogging and amputation. In 
2006 a Saudi female was gang raped. The victim 
was sentenced to 90 lashes for violating laws on 
segregation of the sexes. In November 2007 the 
victim appealed against her sentence, which was 
subsequently increased to 200 lashes and six 
months in prison. The perpetrators’ sentences  
were also doubled to between five and nine years’ 
imprisonment. The UK raised this case with the 
Saudi authorities and participated in EU lobbying. 
In December 2007, King Abdullah granted a royal 
pardon to the victim.

Women’s rights

Women continue to face severe restrictions. Access 
to legal advice and representation can be difficult. 
In divorce cases, courts are predisposed according 
to orthodox Islamic law to award custody to  
fathers of boys over seven years and girls over  
nine years old. Women are not permitted to drive. 
Although women account for just over half the 
school and university population, government 
policy and social tradition severely limit their 
employment opportunities. 

Press freedom

The government continues to restrict press freedom.  
The Ministry of Information appoints newspaper 
editors and has the power to remove them. The 
government provides comprehensive guidelines to 
newspapers on what they can and cannot publish. 
Journalists continue to practise extensive self-
censorship. The level of freedom afforded to the 

5.16 Saudi Arabia
Introduction
The human rights situation in Saudi Arabia remains 
poor. The UK has particular concerns over the use 
of the death penalty, corporal punishment, and  
the quality of judicial procedure. There has been  
limited progress since the last human rights report, 
including on judicial reform and the level of 
freedom afforded to the local media.

Recent developments
Human rights

In November 2006, Human Rights Watch made its 
first official visit to Saudi Arabia. During this visit 
they inspected four prisons. However, they did not 
have unfettered access to prisons and prisoners. 

Judicial reform

On 1 October 2007, a Royal Decree approved the 
new Judiciary and Court of Grievances Law. The 
decree establishes a supreme court and an appeal 
court. It also establishes five specialised courts. 
These structural changes should improve access  
to the judicial system.

National Society on Human Rights

In May 2007, the Saudi Arabian National Society 
on Human Rights published its first report, which 
received wide coverage. The report publicly 
highlighted a number of concerns, including 
prisoners’ rights, prison standards, family issues  
and a wide range of other topics.

Religious police

During 2007, the Majlis al Shura (consultative 
council) voted against expanding the jurisdiction  
of the religious police and allowed unprecedented 
media coverage. In response, the religious police 
announced a number of internal reforms, including 
improved staff training and better application of 
existing procedures. 
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The UK will continue to fund projects that will 
provide training, knowledge and skills in areas such 
as the role of women, civil society, the judiciary, 
prison reform and press freedom. Projects due to 
take place in 2008 include a workshop to develop 
the capacity of women in business, a programme to 
develop links between Saudi and UK charities  
and a visit to the UK by members of the Saudi 
journalists’ association. Further details on projects 
can be found in the Global Opportunities Fund 
annual report.

The UK will continue to press Saudi Arabia to  
meet its international human rights obligations.  
In the short to medium term, we want to see 
greater transparency during all trials, especially 
those involving the death penalty. We welcome 
steps taken through reform of the judiciary to 
further enshrine the rights of defendants to  
appeal, and we will monitor the implementation  
of these and other reforms. The UK will continue  
to advocate the abolition of the death penalty in 
Saudi Arabia. 

local media, which can now report on a number  
of previously taboo issues, has increased. In 
response, the government invariably defends  
official positions, but has not followed through  
on any of the threats made.

Discrimination and freedom of religion 

By law, Islam is deemed to be the official religion 
and all citizens are required to be Muslims. The 
legal system is based on government-sanctioned 
interpretation of Islamic Sharia law. 

The public practice of any religion other than Islam 
remains banned. Apostasy is punishable by death. 
Discrimination against Shi’a and other minorities 
continues.

In December 2006, the religious police raided a 
gathering of the Ahmadiyya religious group and 
detained 49 foreign nationals, including 19 women 
and children. The detainees were deported. But 
government leaders from the King down continue 
to call for tolerance and moderation, and regularly 
condemn religious extremism. They have asserted 
that individuals have the right to practise their 
religion privately without government interference. 
The King also called on the Pope in November 
2007. It is too early to say if these developments 
have had an impact on religious tolerance.

UK action
The UK remains committed to promoting human 
rights with the Saudi authorities. We continue to 
advocate the abolition of the death penalty in Saudi 
Arabia. Lobbying also takes place on women’s issues, 
discrimination and freedom of religion.

Forward look
The UK will continue to work closely with the Saudi 
government to encourage reform. However, the 
pace of this reform will need to be acceptable to 
the Saudi government, its citizens, and powerful 
religious leaders.

On 29 October 2007, the UK hosted the third “Two 
Kingdoms Dialogue” between the UK and Saudi 
Arabia. The UK delegation was led by Dr Kim 
Howells, Minister of State, and included 
parliamentarians, officials, business people and 
representatives from civil society. Discussions focused 
on education, youth welfare, culture and the media.

Saudi women crossing a street in Hofuf city, 250 km east of Riyadh. Women continue  
to face restrictions on their freedom.
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UK action
We are working with the international community 
to bring lasting peace and security to Sudan. Lord 
Malloch-Brown visited Sudan in September 2007 to 
reaffirm UK commitment to a peaceful and 
prosperous future for Sudan.

We are calling on all sides to fully implement the 
Comprehensive Peace Agreement. We have actively 
contributed to the EU–Sudan Human Rights 
Dialogue and have supported UN efforts to 
reconvene a regular human rights forum with the 
Sudanese government.

On 31 July 2007, we sponsored UN Security Council 
Resolution 1769, mandating UNAMID, which will 
help restore peace and stability. We are working to 
support its prompt and effective deployment. In the 
meantime, we continue to support the African 
Union Mission in Sudan. Total UK support 
committed to the mission is £73 million. 

The only solution to the Darfur conflict is a 
negotiated political settlement. We are supporting 
African Union/UN-led political talks that started 
on 27 October 2007 in Libya. We have called on all 
sides to engage seriously in these talks or face 
tough measures.

The UK is committing considerable resources to 
alleviate the immediate humanitarian crisis. We are 
the second largest bilateral humanitarian donor, 
having contributed over £290 million in 
humanitarian assistance to Sudan (£145 million to 
Darfur) since April 2004. 

Banditry and insecurity have hindered 
humanitarian organisations’ ability to provide 
assistance. We continue to press for unimpeded and 
safe access for humanitarian agencies, and a full 
cessation of hostilities.

The Sudanese government and the UN issued a 
joint communiqué on 28 March 2007, undertaking 
to remove bureaucratic impediments to 
humanitarian agencies. We are pressing the 
government to comply through the High-Level 
Committee set up to monitor the communiqué’s 
implementation. 

5.17 Sudan
Introduction
The 2005 Comprehensive Peace Agreement 
formally brought to an end the longest-running civil 
war in Africa. The subsequent interim national 
constitution includes a bill of rights that enshrines 
the principle of human rights at all levels of 
government and society. Despite this, Sudan’s 
human rights record is poor and there is a 
widespread culture of impunity. Our concerns 
include: the death penalty; torture; Hudud 
punishments (amputation, flogging and stoning); 
freedom of the media; and harassment and arrest 
of activists and political figures. Many parts of the 
country remain insecure, with a proliferation of 
small arms. The situation in Darfur remains 
characterised by systematic violations of 
human rights and breaches of international 
humanitarian law.

Current concerns
There has been some progress on Darfur with the 
UN Security Council mandating the hybrid UN–
African Union peacekeeping force for Darfur 
(UNAMID) in July 2007, and talks between the 
Sudanese government and the Darfur rebels that 
began in Libya on 27 October 2007. 

The 2005 Comprehensive Peace Agreement led to 
the formation of a government of national unity, 
provisions on the sharing of power and wealth and 
a largely observed ceasefire across southern Sudan. 
However, rights enshrined in the agreement and 
constitution have had little impact on the ground. 
Slow implementation of the agreement was the 
main cause for the temporary withdrawal of the 
Sudanese People’s Liberation Movement from the 
government of national unity on 11 October 2007. 
For example, the national Human Rights 
Commission, which should have been established 
under the Comprehensive Peace Agreement, has 
not yet been set up.

The government is falling short of its human rights 
commitments. There have been no improvements in 
press freedom. Political prisoners continue to be 
detained. Belligerents on all sides of the conflict in 
Darfur continue to commit human rights abuses. 
We have made it clear that there must be 
no impunity for those who have committed 
these crimes.
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A man injured during violent clashes sits on a makeshift bed outside the African Union Mission in the Sudan military group site in Mohajiriya  
in southern Darfur.
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The UK is funding a major programme on safety, 
security and access to justice, which includes 
provision of support to rule of law organisations 
and law enforcement bodies. The programme has 
provided substantial capacity-building support to 
the government of southern Sudan’s Ministry of 
Legal Affairs and Constitutional Development. We 
are supporting the Southern Peace Commission and 
the Southern Sudan Human Rights Commission 
and have funded several smaller projects, working 
with national non-governmental organisations 
(NGOs) to raise awareness of human rights issues 
with local communities.

Detentions

We regularly raise the issue of detentions with the 
Sudanese government. On 13 June 2007, human 
rights activists protested against the building of  
a dam near Kajbar. The Sudanese government 
responded with force: four people were killed and  
a number of people detained. Following lobbying 
from the UK and others, eight people were released. 
Leading opposition politician Dr Mubarak Al Fadil 
was arrested on 14 July on charges of plotting 
a coup. We raised his continued detention with 
a number of Sudanese officials including the 
foreign minister. 

Children and armed conflict

The Sudanese government has begun to implement 
the recommendations of the UN Secretary-General’s 
report of 2006. Child soldier recruitment in Darfur 
has grown with the multiplication of rebel factions. 
We have called on all parties to implement the 
recommendations of the UN Secretary-General’s 
reports without delay. 

Sexual and gender-based violence

All sides to the conflict in Darfur have committed 
sexual and gender-based violence. Tackling this  
is a priority at the regular meetings between the 
international community and the Sudanese 
government. We continue to press the Sudanese 
government to implement its action plan to 
eliminate violence against women. 

Women are particularly vulnerable to attack when 
they leave camps to collect firewood. We have 
encouraged the African Union Mission in Sudan  
to resume patrols to accompany women – it had 
discontinued them because of security concerns. 
The deployment of UNAMID will enhance capacity 
to carry out these patrols.

The International Criminal Court 

There can be no impunity for the crimes committed 
in Darfur. The UK co-sponsored UN Security Council 
Resolution 1593 (31 March 2005), referring human 
rights violations in Darfur to the International 
Criminal Court. The International Criminal Court 
Prosecutor, Luis Moreno-Ocampo, reported to the 
UN Security Council on 5 December that Sudan has 
not met its obligations. We have made it clear that 
we expect the Sudanese government to co-operate 
fully with the court and surrender the two 
individuals for whom it issued arrest warrants in 
connection with alleged atrocities in Darfur.

United Nations Human Rights Council

We support the Council’s work on improving human 
rights in Darfur. The Council’s report on Darfur of 
12 March 2007 stated that the situation in Darfur 
was characterised by systematic violations of 
human rights and breaches of international 
humanitarian law. On 30 March 2007, the Council 
adopted a resolution on further recommendations 
to improve human rights on the ground. On 
24 September 2007, the Darfur experts presented 
an interim report. We made it clear that there had 
not been acceptable progress, and that we need to 
see further action ahead of the Darfur experts’ final 
report at the December 2007 Human Rights 
Council session. The Council extended the mandate 
of the Human Rights Rapporteur for Sudan to cover 
the Darfur experts’ recommendations for Darfur. 
The Council also passed a resolution criticising 
Sudan for failing to implement the Darfur 
recommendations.

Southern Sudan

The threat to civilians in southern Sudan posed by 
the Lord’s Resistance Army has receded since the 
launch of the Juba peace process in 2006. These 
peace talks have produced a cessation of hostilities 
agreement, which has resulted in much-reduced 
Lord’s Resistance Army activity in southern Sudan. 
However, with no final peace agreement, and the 
freedom of the Lord’s Resistance Army’s leaders, a 
threat to human rights remains. We are working 
with partners to support the Juba peace process 
and to ensure that Lord’s Resistance Army leaders 
are brought to justice. The government of southern 
Sudan, along with other regional governments, has 
an obligation to support the International Criminal 
Court in executing the arrest warrants issued to 
bring the Lord’s Resistance Army’s leaders to justice.
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Forward look
We will continue to raise human rights issues 
regularly with the Sudanese government and  
work with human rights NGOs and international 
organisations, including the UN human rights team. 

We will continue to press the government of 
national unity to implement all parts of the 
Comprehensive Peace Agreement. We will work 
with the African Union and the UN to support a 
negotiated, peaceful solution to the Darfur crisis, 
underpinned by an effective peacekeeping force 
and unimpeded humanitarian access.

The UN’s Common Humanitarian Fund funds a 
number of women’s rights projects in Sudan. The 
total allocation for 2007 is US$984,503, to which 
the UK contributes 60 per cent. Projects are 
implemented by UN agencies and international 
NGOs and include action in Darfur and 
southern Sudan.

Death penalty

At least 65 people were executed in Sudan in 
2006. We regularly raise human rights issues, 
including the death penalty, with the Sudanese 
government. We will continue to use existing 
human rights fora to discuss the death penalty 
abolition (or moratorium), including through  
the EU presidency and the EU–Sudan Human 
Rights Dialogue.

Individual cases

We regularly raise individual cases with the 
government of Sudan through the British Embassy 
in Khartoum and ministerial contacts. We know 
that in some cases concerted international pressure 
has led to the release of human rights defenders 
and other detainees.

International obligations

The Sudanese government has ratified many 
international and regional human rights treaties, 
but has not fully implemented them in domestic 
law. Sudan has refused to sign the Convention on 
the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination 
against Women because of concerns over 
incompatibility with Sharia and Sudanese tradition, 
and has signed but not ratified the Convention 
against Torture. The Sudanese government is still 
considering these treaties, and we have offered 
them our full support.

Projects

We support a range of projects related to human 
rights, including human rights training for prison 
officers, strengthening the application of the rule  
of law and access to justice for victims of human 
rights abuses, and support programmes on human 
rights and peacebuilding activities. We have  
also supported media campaigns that have sought 
to tackle the issue of violence against women  
and children.
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In May 2006, 10 signatories to the Damascus–
Beirut Declaration, which calls for respect for 
Lebanese sovereignty, were arrested. Five were 
released soon afterwards. However, others were 
later handed down lengthy jail sentences. Michel 
Kilo and Mahmoud Issa were sentenced in May 
2007 to three years each by the criminal court in 
Damascus. Khalil Hussein and Suleiman Shammar 
were sentenced in absentia to 10 years each by  
the same court. 

Anwar Al Bunni, a prominent human rights 
defender, was sentenced in April 2007 to five  
years’ imprisonment. In response to these draconian 
punishments, the EU presidency, with UK support, 
issued a statement expressing its regret at the 
sentences and calling for the decisions to 
be reversed.

The Syrian authorities continue to deny activists 
and leaders of some opposition groups permission 
to travel abroad. A notable recent example is Riad 
Seif, a political rights activist and former MP. He 
was an active participant in the “Damascus Spring” 
– the early period of Bashar Al Assad’s rule, 
characterised by greater openness and debate – 
who has been denied the right to travel abroad for 
urgent medical treatment for cancer. He fears that, 
given his activities, seeking medical treatment in 
Syria would be an unacceptable risk. 

Restriction of basic rights

During the past year, arbitrary arrests have 
continued. Further human rights abuses were 
reported, including by Human Rights Watch, such 
as torture in prison and poor prison conditions, 
arbitrary arrests and detentions, absence of rule  
of law and severely restricted civil liberties (such  
as freedom of speech, the press, assembly, 
association and movement). 

Identity-based discrimination against the Kurdish 
minority persists. Women face legal as well as social 
discrimination and have few means for redress 
against sexual abuse or domestic violence. 

Freedom of the media

The 1963 emergency law allows the Syrian 
government to censor newspapers, magazines  
and other publications, drawings, broadcasts and 
advertisements prior to publication. 

5.18 Syria
Introduction 
The Syrian government’s human rights record 
remains a cause for concern. When President 
Bashar Al Assad came to power in 2000 following 
the death of his father Hafez, there were some 
initial improvements (the so-called “Damascus 
Spring”). However, the situation has deteriorated 
significantly and is now worse that at any time 
since then. Around 4,000 political prisoners, 
many of them members of the banned Muslim 
Brotherhood and the Communist Party, remain 
imprisoned in Syria. The emergency law, imposed  
in 1963, severely restricts basic rights. Public calls 
for its repeal by Syrian reformers have not been 
heeded.

Current concerns
Civil society

The development of civil society is severely 
restricted. All non-governmental organisations 
(NGOs) require government approval both to be 
established and to undertake any activity, or to 
accept foreign funding. The Syrian government has 
delayed indefinitely the establishment of a Syrian 
Human Rights Council, proposed by the Baath 
Party in 2005. 

Prominent Syrian opposition 
activist Michel Kilo. He was 
sentenced to three years in 
jail on 13 May 2007.
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Over the past year, media freedom has improved 
slightly. There are now a number of semi-
independent newspapers and television companies. 
There have been fewer arrests of journalists since 
the release of Al Hayat’s bureau chief, Ibrahim 
Hamidi, in 2002 and his acquittal in 2004. 
However, Syrian editors still widely practise 
self-censorship and promised reforms to the 
publication laws in Syria have not occurred. 

According to the OpenNet Initiative, Syrian 
government censorship of the internet is 
“pervasive”. Human Rights Watch has also 
highlighted the detention and disappearance of a 
number of activists who have expressed their views 
over the internet.

UK action
The Syrian government imposes significant 
restrictions on the work of NGOs and foreign 
embassies on human rights. These limit the scope 
for taking practical action on the ground to address 
human rights issues. The British Embassy works 
closely with the diplomatic community in Damascus 
and is an active member of the EU Human Rights 
Group. The EU collectively regularly raises urgent 
human rights cases with the Syrian government. 
Senior officials from the British Embassy also raise 
such cases bilaterally. Members of the British 
Embassy, along with EU colleagues, attended the 
trials of human rights defenders held at the Syrian 
State Security Court in Damascus. This included 
those sentenced for signing the Beirut–Damascus 
Declaration. Embassy officials have also maintained 
regular contact with human rights activists and the 
voluntary sector. 

Forward look
Human rights remains an important strand of 
our bilateral and EU relations with the Syrian 
government. Alongside lobbying efforts, the UK will 
continue to work to improve Syria’s human rights 
record, including by working with local human 
rights organisations in Syria. Our aim is to create 
wider links between official Syrian and relevant  
UK organisations and academic institutions as the 
basis for creating a wider civil society training 
centre or regulatory body.

Syrian lawyer and leading 
human rights defender 
Anwar Al Bunni. Al Bunni 
was sentenced in April 2007 
to five years in prison.
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Reforms announced since President 
Berdimuhamedov took office include the restoration 
of the tenth year of schooling, and an increase in 
teachers’ salaries.

Current concerns 
There remains a long way to go to achieve concrete 
progress on the ground. The education system will 
need time to recover. There is still no press freedom 
and no freedom of expression. There are no political 
parties, and religion and civil society are tightly 
controlled. 

The government of Turkmenistan invited ODIHR  
to send a needs assessment mission for the 
presidential election. For the first time, there was 
a choice of candidates for president, although all 
represented the Democratic Party and all promised 
to follow President Niyazov’s policies. The 
authorities have undertaken to co-operate with 
ODIHR and the UN on electoral reform. 

Local elections were held on 9 December 2007. 
According to reports there was a 98 per cent 
turnout and, as in previous elections, there was a 
choice of candidates but all professed loyalty to 
President Berdimuhamedov. The political adviser to 
the president of the European Parliament visited 
and was allowed to see three polling stations and 
meet national observers.

Internal freedom of movement has improved. 
Checkpoints and roadblocks have been removed 
and it is easier for Turkmen citizens to travel to 
border areas. 

Fears that the 2005 law on migration would lead 
to a de facto reintroduction of exit visas, abolished 
in January 2004, were unfounded. An unofficial 
blacklist still exists that prevents some people from 
travelling abroad, but some others have now been 
allowed to leave. We welcome the Turkmen 
government’s decision to allow Maral Yklimova to 
join her family in Sweden (see the 2006 human 
rights annual report). In a contrast to previous 
practice, the new president has asked the 
international community to provide scholarships for 
young citizens of Turkmenistan to study abroad and 
has publicly encouraged young people to take up 
these opportunities. 

Non-governmental organisation (NGO) registration 
remains a lengthy and complex process. The 

5.19 Turkmenistan
Introduction
The authoritarian rule of President Saparmyrat 
Niyazov ended when he died suddenly on 
21 December 2006. He had been president of 
Turkmenistan since 1991 and had overseen the 
severe decline in human rights. Gurbanguly 
Berdimuhamedov was appointed acting president 
by the supreme legislative body and the 
constitution amended to allow him to stand for 
president. He was elected on 11 February 2007 
with 89 per cent of the vote, having pledged loyalty 
to President Niyazov’s legacy. Nevertheless, he also 
promised to introduce a number of reforms, notably 
in health, education, agriculture, pensions and 
internet access. He is serious about reform, but it  
is still difficult to be certain about its longer-term 
direction or extent. 

President Berdimuhamedov discussed human rights 
with EU Special Representative Pierre Morel and 
High Representative for EU Common Foreign and 
Security Policy Javier Solana. During President 
Berdimuhamedov’s visit to Brussels in November 
2007, EU officials explained that Turkmenistan’s 
human rights record continued to hold up 
ratification of the EU–Turkmenistan interim trade 
agreement and reiterated EU readiness to support 
Turkmenistan in its efforts to demonstrate 
commitment to international obligations. At the 
first EU–Turkmenistan Ad Hoc Human Rights 
Dialogue, in Brussels in September 2007, Turkmen 
officials were not briefed on the issues raised and 
appeared reluctant to engage. 

However, with international organisations, 
including the UN, Turkmen officials have shown a 
greater willingness to engage on human rights 
issues. We welcome this. Louise Arbour, the UN 
High Commissioner for Human Rights, visited in 
April 2007 and there is an outstanding invitation 
to the UN Special Rapporteur on Freedom of 
Religion or Belief to visit. The Organisation for 
Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE) and the 
UN in Turkmenistan have broadened their activities, 
and the OSCE’s Office for Democratic Institutions 
and Human Rights (ODIHR) and the US 
Commission on International Religious Freedom 
have visited. 
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with the UN. Turkmenistan submitted reports in line 
with its international obligations under the UN 
Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of 
Discrimination against Women in 2004 and under 
the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of 
Racial Discrimination and the Convention on the 
Rights of the Child in 2005. Since June 2006, 
Turkmenistan has been working with the UN on a 
project to build its capacity to draft these reports 
and to respond to the subsequent conclusions from 
the UN committees. 

Co-operation with the OSCE and the OSCE Centre in 
Ashgabat has improved and the authorities have 
accepted more projects. The OSCE has worked with 
judges and prosecutors on arrest and detention and 
the rights of the accused. Government officials have 
participated in activities organised by the High 
Commissioner on National Minorities and they have 
been permitted to attend OSCE human dimension 
activities abroad. 

We are concerned that no agreement has been 
reached between the International Committee of 
the Red Cross (ICRC) and the government of 
Turkmenistan to start visiting detainees according 
to the ICRC standard procedures.

government has not yet addressed this issue. But 
groups have found other ways to promote civil 
society activism. 

On religious freedom, although the Source of Life 
Church and the Word of Life Church have registered 
this year, other groups remain unregistered. 
Registered religious groups are able to practise their 
beliefs, but they still face difficulties importing 
literature and obtaining visas for their guests to 
visit. Despite some improvements in the situation, 
human rights organisations based outside 
Turkmenistan continue to report on arbitrary 
harassment and arrests by the law enforcement 
agencies of members of religious groups.

Turkmenistan has started to work on implementing 
the recommendations of the UN Committee on the 
Rights of the Child, particularly in education and 
data collection. There is still a long way to go. 

In previous years, we have highlighted the use of 
child labour, particularly in the annual cotton 
harvest. President Niyazov introduced legislation 
against this in 2005. On 6 September 2007, 
President Berdimuhamedov reinforced the ban.  
As a result, we assess that there has been a decline 
in the use of child labour. 

Turkmenistan set up a commission to hear 
complaints about law enforcement agencies and  
a commission on human rights. The Turkmen 
Institute for Democracy and Human Rights works 

Turkmen honour guards  
stand next to the coffin of 
late President Niyazov during 
a funeral ceremony in the 
centre of Ashgabad.
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Malcolm Wicks, Minister of State for Energy, raised 
human rights concerns during his visit to 
Turkmenistan in September 2007.

Forward look
The UK will continue to lobby Turkmenistan to 
address human rights issues and will support 
genuine efforts to do so, both bilaterally and with 
international partners. We will continue to work 
through the ad hoc human rights dialogue and 
through the EU’s central Asia strategy, which 
supports good governance, rule of law and 
human rights. 

UK action
The British Embassy worked with UNICEF, Finland 
and the EU to organise a study visit to Europe by 
Turkmenistan government officials in the education 
sector. In the UK, officials visited the Office for 
Standards in Education, the London Centre for 
Leadership in Learning, the Training and 
Development Agency for Schools, and the 
Qualifications and Curriculum Authority. With 
UNICEF, the Embassy also provided computers and 
other equipment to five rural schools.

In conjunction with one NGO, the British Embassy 
produced a CD-ROM guide on how NGOs can 
obtain official registration. We will continue to work 
bilaterally with Turkmenistan and through the 
EU–Turkmenistan Ad Hoc Human Rights Dialogue 
to support the development of civil society, and 
promote the right of NGOs to register and operate 
without constraints.

We are encouraging the Turkmen authorities to 
work with religious organisations to improve 
Turkmenistan’s record on freedom of religion before 
the UN Special Rapporteur on Freedom of Religion 
or Belief visits in 2008.

The president pardoned and released from prison 
Nasrullah Ibn Ibadullah, the former chief mufti, on 
10 August 2007. This came just before the visit of 
the US Commission on International Religious 
Freedom. The UK had lobbied for Ibadullah’s 
release jointly with EU partners and bilaterally, 
most recently the week before he was pardoned.

Our Embassy partly funded a human rights course 
for university students organised by the OSCE in 
October 2007. 

We welcome the release of Kakabay Tejenov in 
October 2006 and Geldy Kyarisov, former head of 
the Turkmen Horses Association, in October 2007. 
Kyarisov was imprisoned for six years in 2002. His 
family faced harassment and were forced to move 
their livestock from their former horse farm, but the 
British Embassy kept in close contact with them. 
The Embassy called for his release on humanitarian 
grounds due to Kyarisov’s poor health, both 
bilaterally and with the EU and the OSCE. 
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The defence has no comparable role. From 2008,  
a new law will pass the authority to issue arrest 
warrants from the prosecutor to the courts. 

Trial monitoring shows that judges follow 
prosecution advice; acquittals and successful 
appeals are rare. Defendants have the right  
to a lawyer once detained. However, this right  
can be denied or delayed and there can be  
pressure on defendants to reject private lawyers  
for state-appointed ones. 

By law, most trials are public. However, 
international observers have found it increasingly 
difficult to monitor trials, for example the slander 
trial of poet Dadakhon Khasanov, or they  
have been barred, for example from the trial  
of Rukhiddin Fakhrutdinov, sentenced to 17 years  
in September 2006 for extremism.  

Human rights defenders regularly report 
harassment. In Jizzak, groups of women twice 
attacked human rights defenders, including 
Bakhtior Khamrayev, in front of Embassy staff. 
Other activists report surveillance, threats of 
violence and house arrest. Such treatment has 
forced Human Rights Society of Uzbekistan leader 
Talib Yakubov and activists Rakmatulla Alibaev  
and Yadgar Turlibekov to leave Uzbekistan.  
Others, like Bakhtior Khamrayev, are determined  
to stay. 

We remain concerned at the growing number of 
human rights defenders imprisoned on charges, 
including, inter alia, hooliganism, extortion and 
swindling. These include Ikhtior and Ilkhom,  
the sons of Bakhtior Khamrayev and Saidajon 

5.20 Uzbekistan 
Introduction 
The overall human rights picture in Uzbekistan 
remains bleak. There have been small improvements 
since 2006, and the EU and Uzbekistan have 
established a human rights dialogue. Uzbekistan is 
set to abolish the death penalty on 1 January 2008 
and introduce limited habeas corpus from 2008. 
The crackdown on civil society has subsided, but 
controls are stifling any independent activity. At 
least 14 human rights defenders are still in prison. 
Others suffer harassment and pressure that has 
forced some to leave Uzbekistan, or to cease their 
activities. Reports of violations of freedom of 
religion, expression and movement and of fair trial 
rights continue. Torture and prisoners’ rights remain 
a deep concern. 

Current concerns 
In November 2007, the UN Committee against 
Torture welcomed certain developments, but 
expressed concern about “ongoing and consistent 
allegations” of torture by or with the instigation  
or consent of law enforcement and investigative 
personnel and the failure to investigate allegations, 
calling on the Uzbek government to apply a 
“zero-tolerance approach” to torture and “the 
practice of impunity”. The Uzbek government 
assured the UN that it had fulfilled most of the UN 
special rapporteur’s recommendations, that torture 
was prohibited by law and perpetrators prosecuted. 
Two interior ministry officials were convicted of 
torture in 2007. But the number of allegations 
made far outweighs the number investigated,  
or perpetrators tried and convicted. 

Human rights groups cite cases of beatings by 
police in pre-trial detention and electric shock 
treatment. Activists say that police and security 
service agents are taught that coercion is part of 
the job. Evidence suggests that judges overlook 
torture allegations. The authorities deny that 
Yakubjon Aliev, serving 17 years in prison, had 
complained about torture. 

Despite constitutional guarantees of judicial 
independence, the president appoints all judges 
directly or indirectly. The prosecutor supervises 
investigations and leads the prosecution at trial. 

Uzbek human rights defenders (L to R) Elena Uralaeva, Akhtam Shaimardanov and 
Abdillo Tojiboy hold posters during their rally in Tashkent, 20 December 2007. 
Uzbekistan’s President Islam Karimov’s bid to prolong his hardline rule at a weekend 
presidential poll was contested at a rare protest by seven rights activists. 
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protect and promote civil society. In practice, most 
independent NGOs have closed as legal restrictions 
stifle independent activity. A new law on political 
parties promotes civil and political rights by 
strengthening political parties and creates an 
official opposition. 

Presidential elections were held on 23 December in 
a “strictly controlled environment”, according to the 
Organisation for Security and Co-operation in 
Europe (OSCE) Office for Democratic Institutions 
and Human Rights. While the authorities had 
introduced some positive legislative changes since 
the last presidential elections in 2000, the contest 
left “no real room for opposition” and “generally 
failed to meet many OSCE commitments for 
democratic elections”. President Islam Karimov 
faced three other candidates, one independent and 
two representing political parties set up under 
newly introduced legislation. The three opponents 
praised President Karimov’s policies, and none of 
them asked the electorate to support their own 
candidacy. 

The plight of human rights defenders remains a 
particular concern. Mutabar Tojibayeva is still in 
prison. Information on her medical condition is 
scant. EU representatives and her family appeal 
regularly for family visits, access to a lawyer and 
medical treatment. Sanjar Umarov is often in 
solitary confinement – relatives have limited access. 
EU diplomats saw Ikhtior Khamrayev in hospital in 
January. Ikhtior Khamrayev is reportedly often 
beaten in prison, most recently in November 2007. 
They also saw Saidajon Zainabiddinov in prison in 
March, but Zainabiddinov’s family have not been 
allowed access to him. Norboy Kholjigitov, serving 
six years for extortion, has reportedly lost teeth 
from lack of treatment for diabetes. 

In January 2007, Umida Niyazova and Gulbahor 
Turayeva were arrested on the Kyrgyz–Uzbek border 
and charged with serious offences including 
anti-constitutional activities (carrying Andizhan-
related materials), smuggling and working for 
foreign governments. Turayeva was sentenced  
to six years in April 2007 and Niyazova to seven 
years in May. After intense EU lobbying, their 
sentences were suspended on appeal, but both  
women had to confess their guilt and denounce 
their international partners.

Independent journalist Ulugbek Khaydarov was 
imprisoned for six years in October 2006 for 

Zainabiddinov, and at least 14 others across 
the country. 

From 2008, life imprisonment will replace the  
death penalty, but it is unclear whether death row 
prisoners such as Farid Nasibullin will have their 
sentences commuted. The government of 
Uzbekistan claims that there have been no 
executions since August 2005. After previous 
denials, they have finally confirmed the execution  
in 2004 of Akrorkhuza Toliphujaev. 

Human rights defenders challenge the objectivity 
and scope of prison monitoring by the 
ombudswoman and non-governmental 
organisations (NGOs). The International Committee 
of the Red Cross continues negotiations to resume 
visits, consistent with its usual practices, but access 
for international monitors remains restricted. 
Activists report that prison conditions fail the UN’s 
Standard Minimum Rules for the Treatment of 
Prisoners. The authorities acknowledge the risk of 
tuberculosis and hepatitis and work with the World 
Health Organization to reduce the threat. There has 
been at least one death in prison from tuberculosis, 
in July 2007.

Freedom of movement remains a concern. While 
some activists still have no exit visas, others have 
been allowed to travel. 

Officially, 5,000 NGOs belong to the NGO 
Association, which directs funding to activities to 

People walk in front of a 
giant poster of Uzbek 
President Islam Karimov in 
Tashkent, 24 December 
2007. Uzbekistan’s hardline 
president was poised to 
extend his rule over the 
gas-rich central Asian 
country for another seven 
years after an election that 
western observers said did 
not offer a genuine choice.
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conditions. The prison authorities punished 
Shohidov by locking him in a cell where he was 
beaten by other prisoners. This “pressing room” 
treatment violates Uzbek law.

UK action
As well as the activity mentioned above, the British 
Embassy maintains regular contact with NGOs and 
activists throughout Uzbekistan. It helps facilitate 
contacts with British MPs and NGOs and develop 
the capacity of local NGOs and groups across the 
country, including reporting human rights 
violations. In November, it funded an NGO to 
attend the UN Committee on Torture examination 
of Uzbekistan. The Embassy is monitoring two 
alleged deaths in custody from torture: Bakhtior 
Khasanov, a former military prosecutor, and 
Ortikjon Mukhamedov, detained for religious 
extremism.

The British Embassy maintains contacts with a wide 
range of religious groups. Freedom of religion and 
freedom of expression feature in our dialogue with 
Uzbekistan, supporting local journalists and the 
BBC. At the human rights dialogue, we called for 
a simpler registration process for religious groups 
and stressed our concern at the use of criminal law 
to penalise religious worship, journalists and 
human rights activists.

Forward look
We will continue to monitor the situation and to 
make our concerns clear through a critical, but 
constructive, dialogue with the Uzbek authorities. 
We are ready to work with the government in 
strengthening respect for human rights in 
Uzbekistan. We will support the implementation  
of the new legislation on the death penalty and 
habeas corpus. We will broaden our co-operation 
with civil society structures by organising a 
workshop on the British experience of civil society. 
We have sent Chevening Fellows to human rights 
courses at Nottingham University. 

We will continue to support the maintenance of 
sanctions as an appropriate EU policy response 
until there is an improvement in Uzbekistan’s 
human rights record. We will also continue efforts 
to work with Uzbekistan, EU and other partners to 
achieve concrete progress.

extortion. Intense EU lobbying secured his release, 
but he left Uzbekistan after threats against his 
family. The president’s nephew, Jamshed Karimov, 
was committed to psychiatric detention in 
September 2006. We and the EU have lobbied his 
case repeatedly. We have also supported 
imprisoned journalists Ortikali Namazov, Jusuf 
Ruzimuradov and Mohammad Bekjanov.

The government states that 500 independent 
media outlets enjoy freedom of speech and 
expression. However, freedom of speech is limited. 
The state controls the four national TV channels 
and three national newspapers. Although 
censorship was abolished in 2002, self-censorship 
and new laws prevent criticism of the government. 
In March, Natalia Bushueva, a freelance journalist 
working for Deutsche Welle, fled abroad facing 
charges of “unlicensed activities”. Saidburkhon 
Kadirov, a Bukhara journalist, was attacked and 
stabbed in September 2006. Two other journalists, 
Jamal Kutliev and Khazrat Akhmedov, remain in 
prison. Internet service providers must use the 
state-controlled telecom operator, enabling the 
blocking of certain websites, such as the BBC. 

Legislation guarantees freedom of religion, but the 
reality is different. Muslims make up 88 per cent of 
the population, with Christian, Jewish and other 
religious minorities. Government data claims there 
are over 2,000 officially registered “religious 
organisations”, but this includes individual mosques 
and churches. These are subject to tight legal 
controls. The law bans proselytism and outlaws 
unregistered groups, and registration is a lengthy 
and complex process. The authorities have clamped 
down on Christian groups. In March, Dimitri 
Shestakov, a Pentecostal pastor from Andizhan, was 
imprisoned for four years, and his church closed for 
holding illegal services. Another church member, 
Bakhtior Tuychiev, left Uzbekistan after harassment. 
Jehovah’s Witnesses report that the security services 
have raided homes, confiscated literature and 
abused believers. 

Followers of Islam outside the state-sponsored 
version are liable to arrest for extremism. Activists 
report that prisoners convicted of religious 
extremism are treated separately and more harshly 
than others. A local human rights movement has 
highlighted the case of Dilshod Shohidov, a 
prisoner serving an eight-year sentence for 
distributing extremist materials and theft, who 
allegedly complained to his family about prison 
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However, some government restrictions still exist, 
and registration of religious congregations has been 
slow and patchy. Media freedoms are gradually 
improving in some areas, though the media still 
remains firmly under state control.

Current concerns
Freedom of expression:  
human rights defenders

Two prisoners of concern were released under 
“presidential amnesty” in advance of President 
Nguyen Minh Triet’s visit to the US in June 2007. 
These were Nguyen Vu Binh, a political “cyber 
dissident” and lawyer Le Quoc Quan, who had been 
detained for three months having been charged 
with “attempting to overthrow” the government. 
Phan Van Ban, a political dissident jailed for life  
in 1985, was also released in May 2007, having 
served 22 years of his sentence.

However, since the beginning of 2007, over 20 
human rights defenders have been arrested and 
sentenced to lengthy jail sentences, mainly under 
article 88 of the Vietnamese Penal Code: 
“conducting propaganda” against the state. March 
to May 2007 saw the most concentrated period of 
arrests, including several high-profile cases 
including, among others, Father Nguyen Van Ly and 
lawyers Le Thi Cong Nhan and Nguyen Van Dai. 
There have also been credible reports of harassment 
of family members and associates.

In November 2007, a group of four Viet Kieu 
(overseas Vietnamese) were arrested in Ho Chi 
Minh City. All are reported to be members of Viet 
Tan – a pro-democracy organisation run by US 
Viet Kieu.

International representatives have been permitted 
to observe three trials: that of Father Ly, and those 
of Nhan and Dai. However, permission to observe 
other trials has not been granted, nor has 
permission for EU representatives to visit human 
rights defenders in prison.

Freedom of expression: media freedom

All domestic media in Vietnam remains state 
controlled. However, media freedom is gradually 
increasing and, in many areas, the press is 
permitted considerably more freedom than 

5.21 Vietnam
Introduction
Despite the broadly positive trajectory of change for 
civil and political rights in recent years, Vietnam 
remains a country of particular concern to us 
because of restrictions on freedom of expression 
and freedom of religion and the continued use of 
the death penalty. Vietnam’s record on social and 
economic rights is much better. Its poverty 
reduction record is among the best in the world. 

Throughout 2005 and 2006 there was a loosening 
of state controls. A number of high-profile 
dissidents were released, and, while traditionally 
sensitive subjects remained taboo, the media was 
able to exercise greater freedom to report on 
certain issues. Progress was also made on religious 
freedoms, with the government taking steps to 
implement its framework, resulting in a marked 
increase in the number of registered congregations.

However, although Vietnam’s international 
presence continues to grow – including with 
Vietnam securing UN Security Council non-
permanent membership in October – any movement 
we saw on civil and political rights in 2006 has 
noticeably slowed since early 2007 and, in some 
areas, even reversed, in particular on freedom of 
expression. The trajectory of change for religious 
freedoms in 2007 remained broadly positive. 

Vietnamese dissident lawyer 
Nguyen Van Dai is guarded 
by a policeman in Hanoi’s 
People’s Court, 11 May 2007, 
as relayed via closed-circuit 
television for local and 
foreign media and diplomats. 



Catholics pray in front of a church in Ho Chi Minh City. Vietnamese Catholics praised a 
milestone meeting between the communist nation’s premier and Pope Benedict XVI for 
bringing fresh hope to the country’s 6 million worshippers. 
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Death penalty

Vietnam is thought to have one of the highest 
execution rates per capita in the world. Official 
statistics are a state secret. Local media 
occasionally highlights individual cases, often for 
drug-related offences. Following a reduction in the 
number of crimes attracting the death penalty in 
1999, the government has made a number of 
public statements proposing to further reduce the 
scope of the death penalty. Most recently, President 
Triet called for a reduction of application of the 
death penalty for economic and drug-related 
crimes. No concrete action has yet been taken. 

UK action
The main forum for raising human rights concerns 
is the biannual EU–Vietnam Human Rights 
Dialogue, established in 2003. The last meeting 
was held in Hanoi on 28 June 2007. The EU 
produces an annual report on human rights in 
Vietnam to inform EU policy. EU diplomats 
regularly undertake fact-finding missions. Most 
recently, the UK ambassador visited the Central 
Highlands in May 2007, EU ambassadors visited 
the Central Highlands in October 2006, and EU 
diplomats visited the Northern Uplands in June 
2007. The EU also undertakes ad hoc interventions. 
For example, the EU conducted a number of 
démarches in response to the arrest and sentencing 
of human rights activists in early 2007. 

previously. The number of publications continues to 
rise, and internet use is growing steadily. Three 
main internet news sites exist, all of which remain 
state controlled. Other websites, including 
discussion fora, are rapidly growing in number.

Reporting on sensitive issues is not permitted, and 
remains subject to censorship and self-censorship. 
Measures introduced in July 2006 under which 
media outlets face administrative fines and possible 
suspension if their reporting is deemed by the 
government to contain “false information” led to 
the suspension of two publications in October 2006 
for their reporting of a corruption case. A further 
two were suspended for other “publishing offences” 
and a further eight were fined. 

Foreign journalists also face restrictions. The 
government continues to censor some foreign 
publications and news broadcasts, and blocks 
certain foreign websites. In September 2007, a 
foreign-run economics website based in Vietnam 
was closed down by the authorities, having 
published articles relating to politics and human 
rights in Vietnam.

Freedom of religion

Over the past three years, Vietnam has made 
significant steps towards improving religious 
freedoms. Following the introduction of the 
Ordinance on Belief and Religion in 2004,  
Vietnam introduced Implementing Decree 22 that 
provided further guidance on the 2004 ordinance, 
and the Prime Ministerial Instructions in 2005.  
The US removed Vietnam from its list of countries 
of particular concern on religious freedom in 
November 2006. 

In practice, the government continues to maintain 
its control over religious organisations. While the 
2005 decree went some way to easing the process 
for registering congregations, implementation 
remains slow and patchy, particularly in some of the 
more remote provinces. The Northern Uplands 
region remains an area of particular concern for 
Protestant groups, with some provinces not 
approving registration applications.

Independent Buddhists also face tight restrictions. 
Thich Quang Do, the deputy leader of the non-
recognised Unified Buddhist Church of Vietnam, 
remains under house arrest, with tight movement, 
communication and association restrictions. 
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Forward look
We will continue our dialogue with the government 
of Vietnam, including on the outcome of our field 
missions, to urge them to maintain momentum on 
increasing religious freedoms.

The UK will also continue action in line with the 
EU human rights defenders guidelines, including 
maintaining contact with human rights defenders 
and seeking access to prisoners of concern and 
attendance at trials. We will also continue to raise 
our concerns bilaterally with the Vietnamese at 
every suitable opportunity.

We, along with our EU partners, will continue to 
encourage dialogue with Vietnam on the issue of 
the death penalty. We will be seeking to undertake 
project work with the government to support their 
aim of reducing the scope of application. We will 
also continue to lobby for release of official 
statistics.

We are also working to engage with key actors in 
sensitive areas through project work. The UK is 
currently supporting a project with the Vietnamese 
General Department of Police, looking at pre-trial 
detention practices in the context of the UN 
Convention against Torture. In 2007, we also 
supported work to boost Vietnam’s legal 
application of access to information laws, and 
we are working with the Vietnamese National 
Assembly to improve accountability. 

The EU keeps a list of prisoners and detainees of 
concern, which is raised with the Vietnamese 
authorities both during the twice-yearly dialogue 
and at every other suitable opportunity. As of 
October 2007, 47 people remain on the EU’s 
prisoner of concern list, with a further five 
“otherwise detained”, under house or pagoda 
arrest. On 23 October, the Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs announced that 11 offenders who were 
sentenced for conducting activities to undermine 
national security (articles 87, 88 and 89 of the 
Penal Code) would be released under the National 
Day amnesty. Five of these 11 were on the EU’s 
prisoners of concern list.

The EU conducted a series of démarches following 
the wave of arrests in early 2007, and issued a 
statement condemning the sentences of lawyers 
Dai and Nhan. The UK also raises its concerns 
bilaterally with the Vietnamese at every suitable 
opportunity, including during high-level meetings.

We, along with our EU partners, continue to press 
Vietnam to improve its media freedom record 
through our human rights dialogue. Since 2005,  
we have been funding journalist training, through 
Global Opportunities Fund project work, to help 
develop the Vietnamese media’s capacity for 
independent reporting. 

Following the rejection of his appeal in April 2007, 
we have been lobbying the Vietnamese government 
at a high level to commute the sentence for a 
British national sentenced to death in Vietnam, 
Le Manh Luong.
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Police denied access to legal representation for 
those detained, saying that “lawyers are not 
welcome here”. Activists were held in detention  
for up to four months, until the state’s case  
finally collapsed.

These events provoked widespread condemnation 
from the UK and many others in the international 
community. 

Continuing the pattern of violence

Despite this criticism, the government of Zimbabwe 
has continued and escalated its pattern of violence. 
The Zimbabwe Human Rights NGO Forum (a 
coalition comprising 17 Zimbabwean non-
governmental organisations (NGOs)) reported that 
there were more human rights violations recorded 
in the first half of 2007 than in the whole of 2006. 

On 8 May 2007, riot police assaulted lawyers, 
including the president of the Law Society, when 
they were attempting to present a petition on  
the arbitrary arrest of two human rights lawyers. 
Lawyers are routinely obstructed in their work and 
denied access to their clients, and are often 
themselves subjected to harassment and 
intimidation. The independence of the judiciary  
is severely compromised, and the police have 
increasingly defied court rulings.

On 25 July, riot police disrupted a number of 
peaceful gatherings across Zimbabwe by  
members of the National Constitutional Assembly. 
Police targeted 243 people, including the elderly, 
and the beatings were particularly brutal and 

5.22 Zimbabwe 
Introduction
Conditions in Zimbabwe have deteriorated since 
2006, with a marked escalation in the use of 
intimidation and violence. The collapse of the 
formal economy has led to increased food 
insecurity, limited access to electricity and water, 
and severe difficulty in obtaining affordable 
medical treatment. As a result, thousands of 
Zimbabweans are fleeing over the borders,  
mainly to South Africa. 

Human rights violations perpetrated by state 
agents, including assault, torture and illegal 
detentions, have been sustained. The rule of law 
has deteriorated, with violations frequently going 
unpunished and even endorsed by the government 
of Zimbabwe in public statements. Democratic 
space has been severely restricted, and basic human 
rights such as freedom of expression, assembly  
and association systematically dismantled.

Recent developments
March 2007 violence

On 11 March 2007, police prevented a peaceful 
prayer meeting in the Highfield area of Harare  
from taking place, violently assaulting and 
detaining a number of opposition members, 
journalists, students and human rights defenders 
who were due to participate. A member of the 
National Constitutional Assembly, Gift Tandare,  
was shot dead. The leader of the opposition group, 
the Movement for Democratic Change, Morgan 
Tsvangirai, and others were severely beaten. 

Of course he [opposition leader Morgan 
Tsvangirai] was bashed. He deserved it…  
I told the police beat him a lot. He and his  
MDC must stop their terrorist activities. We are 
saying to him, ‘Stop it now or you will regret it.’

— President Robert Mugabe, addressing a  
ZANU PF (ruling party) rally on 29 March 2007 
(Human Rights Watch, Bashing dissent, 
2 May 2007)

Police raided a press conference called by the 
Movement for Democratic Change on 28 March 
2007. Documents and computers were removed 
and staff arrested, including Morgan Tsvangirai. 

Zimbabwean opposition leader Morgan Tsvangirai in bed at a local hospital in Harare.
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PART 5

Over the past year, the UK has given full support to 
the Southern Africa Development Community 
mediation process between the political parties as 
taken forward by President Mbeki. Sadly, in spite of 
his efforts, the political violence has continued and 
very little has changed on the ground. The 
widespread and indiscriminate arrests, as well as 
unlawful detention and torture of individuals, have 
undermined the ability of the Movement for 
Democratic Change to operate as an effective 
opposition party. The playing field for elections is 
tilted in favour of President Mugabe’s ZANU PF 
party and conditions are far from allowing the 
March elections to be free and fair. It is feared that 
the number of violations may increase in the run-up 
to March.

Freedom of expression

In a statement released in April, the Media Institute 
of Southern Africa expressed serious concern about 
reports of abductions, beatings and torture of 
journalists in the country (Human Rights Watch, 
Bashing dissent). The passing of the Interception  
of Communications Bill could make journalists and 
other NGOs even more vulnerable. The government 
uses the repressive legislative framework to 
prosecute journalists and others for writing 
“falsehoods” or criticising the president.

Media freedom is very limited in Zimbabwe, with 
only a couple of expensive, weekly independent 
newspapers remaining. Independent radio stations 
exist, broadcasting from outside the country, but 
are subject to regular jamming by the state.

UK action
The UK closely monitors and takes action on the 
repeated human rights violations in Zimbabwe. 
Along with EU partners, we have raised our 
concerns with the government of Zimbabwe and 
other governments in the Southern Africa 
Development Community region, stressing that 
democracy, sustainable development and respect 
for all human rights and fundamental freedoms 
should be interdependent and mutually reinforcing. 
Following the 11 March incident, the UK and EU 
issued statements condemning the government’s 
actions and we summoned the Zimbabwean 
ambassador to provide an explanation for the 
events. After the repression of National 
Constitutional Assembly demonstrators, the EU 
made a démarche to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs 

wide-ranging, with one member (Bronislawa 
Kwinjo) dying as a result of complications from her 
injuries. Demonstrations by organisations such as 
the National Constitutional Assembly, Women of 
Zimbabwe Arise and the Zimbabwe National 
Students Union continue to be regularly dissolved 
by use of force. Activists from the Zimbabwe 
Congress of Trade Unions have been targeted and 
severely assaulted. NGO meetings, workshops and 
even food distributions are regularly obstructed and 
human rights defenders arrested and harassed. 

Current concerns
Conditions in the country

Conditions in Zimbabwe are dire and continue to 
deteriorate, not least due to disastrous government 
policies such as the price controls. The reality of life 
in Zimbabwe is struggle for access to food, fuel and 
water. The facts on this are stark and undeniable:

■	 Life expectancy is the lowest in the world.

■	 Zimbabwe has the world’s highest rate of 
orphans.

■	 More than 3,000 people per week are dying 
from AIDS-related illnesses.

■	 Although there are few reliable figures, it is 
estimated that between 3 and 4 million people 
have left Zimbabwe.

■	 Over 80 per cent of the population is 
unemployed.

■	 Over 4 million people will need food aid 
between September 2007 and the next  
harvest, expected around April 2008. 

2008 elections

The UK and the wider international community 
have maintained the need for free and fair elections 
to be held in Zimbabwe. The government of 
Zimbabwe has not yet addressed critical elements 
such as an end to political violence, access to the 
media for opposition parties, accurate voters’  
rolls, fair constituency boundaries, allowing civic 
education and an independent electoral court.  
In fact, amendment 18 to the constitution makes 
a number of retrogressive changes to the 
electoral framework. 
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Major countries of concern 

expressing concern about the continuous 
intimidation of and violence against human rights 
defenders and civil society. 

Internationally, the UK pressed for a strong EU 
statement at the UN Human Rights Council 
expressing deep concern at the situation  
in Zimbabwe and this was delivered on 28 March 
2007 and supported by over 50 countries. The 
March 2007 Human Rights Council was the first  
at which African countries also highlighted their 
concern about human rights in Zimbabwe, with 
both Ghana and South Africa making statements. 
The EU and the UK raised Zimbabwe at the June 
and September sessions of the Council. The UK also 
raised the worsening humanitarian situation in 
Zimbabwe during the UN Security Council sessions 
in March and September 2007. Together with the 
EU, the UK has a regular dialogue with countries in 
the region about the human rights situation in 
Zimbabwe, including the prospects that the 2008 
elections can be held in accordance with 
international standards.

The UK actively participates in implementation  
of the EU Human Rights Defenders Strategy in 
Zimbabwe. This includes regular contact with 
human rights defenders and other support, such as 
visits to victims in hospitals. British Embassy staff 
are present at key court cases to observe 
proceedings and maintain a record of the results,  
as well as to maintain pressure for the court system 
to uphold the rule of law. In addition, we have  
been active in providing substantial financial 
support to civil society organisations in Zimbabwe, 
working to mitigate state oppression and to 
preserve democratic space. We have also funded 
NGO advocacy to international bodies such as the 
African Commission on Human and People’s  
Rights and the UN Human Rights Council.

Humanitarian aid

The UK remains committed to supporting the 
people of Zimbabwe and is one of the three largest 
donors of humanitarian assistance, with an annual 
spend of between £30 and £40 million over the 
last five years. The focus of support remains on HIV 
and AIDS and humanitarian assistance. The 
Department for International Development (DfID) 
is responding to the acute humanitarian crisis of 
food security through an £8 million commitment to 
the World Food Programme and a £5 million 
three-year commitment for mobile and vulnerable 
populations, including those forcibly displaced and 

facing abuse crossing into neighbouring countries. 
DfID funding is also expanding access to HIV 
treatment through the Multi-donor Expanded 
Support programme and reducing the vulnerability 
of orphans and vulnerable children. The much-
acclaimed DfID-funded Protracted Relief 
programme (£50 million over five years) is 
providing support to 1.5 million of Zimbabwe’s 
poorest with agricultural inputs, clean water and 
care for the chronically ill. Particular attention is 
paid to improving the targeting of those who most 
need the support, for instance enhancing the World 
Food Programme’s monitoring in the run-up to the  
2008 elections. All funding is channelled through 
NGOs and UN agencies, including the International 
Organization for Migration, UNICEF, the Joint UN 
Programme on HIV/AIDS and the World Food 
Programme. This ensures that assistance reaches 
those who need it most.

Forward look 
We will continue to work with international 
partners, including the EU and UN, as well as with 
a growing number of African states committed to  
the principles of democracy, good governance and 
human rights, to press for reform in Zimbabwe.  
The current situation is unsustainable. Economic 
decline is fuelling a growing humanitarian and 
wider human rights crisis. Elections in 2008 provide 
an opportunity for change, but only if conditions  
on the ground improve, allowing all parties to 
participate and all Zimbabwean citizens, including 
those in the significant diaspora, to cast their  
vote freely.
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Glossary

AIHRC	 Afghanistan Independent Human Rights Commission 
APT	 Association for the Prevention of Torture 
ASEAN	 Association of South-East Asian Nations

BMENA	 Broader Middle East and North Africa Initiative (G8)

CARICOM	 Caribbean Community 
CAT 	 Convention against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading 		
		  Treatment or Punishment  
CCW	 Convention on Certain Conventional Weapons 
CEDAW	 Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination  
		  against Women 
CERD	 Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination 
CFSP	 Common Foreign and Security Policy (EU) 
CGA	 Country Governance Analysis 
CHOGM	 Commonwealth Heads of Government Meeting 
CHRI	 Commonwealth Human Rights Initiative 
CIS	 Commonwealth of Independent States (former Soviet republics) 
CMAG	 Commonwealth Ministerial Action Group 
CNS	 Council for National Security (Thailand) 
CRC	 Convention on the Rights of the Child

DDA	 Doha Development Agenda
DfID	 Department for International Development
DPKO	 Department for Peacekeeping Operations (UN)
DPRK	 Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (North Korea)

ECHR	 European Court of Human Rights
EOM	 election observation mission
ESDP	 European Security and Defence Policy
EU		 European Union
EUMC	 European Monitoring Centre on Racism and Xenophobia
EUSEC	 European Union Security Sector Reform Mission  
		  (Democratic Republic of Congo)

FCO	 Foreign & Commonwealth Office

GOF	 Global Opportunities Fund

HCNM 	 High Commissioner on National Minorities (OSCE)

ICCPR	 International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights
ICESCR	 International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights
ICRC	 International Committee of the Red Cross
ICTR	 International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda
ICTY	 International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia
IFI		 international financial institution
IHT	 Iraqi Higher Tribunal
ILO	 International Labour Organisation
ISAF	 International Security Assistance Force

glossary 
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Glossary

LGBT	 lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgendered

MINURSO	 United Nations Mission for the Referendum in Western Sahara
MoD	 Ministry of Defence
MONUC	 United Nations Mission in the Democratic Republic of Congo 

NATO	 North Atlantic Treaty Organization
NGO	 non-governmental organisation
NHRC	 National Human Rights Commission (Nepal)
NPC-SC	 Standing Committee of the National People’s Congress (China)
NPM	 National Preventive Mechanism
NSHR	 National Society on Human Rights (Saudi Arabia)

ODIHR	 Office for Democratic Institutions and Human Rights
OECD	 Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development
OPCAT	 Optional Protocol to the United Nations Convention against Torture
OSCE	 Organisation for Security and Co-operation in Europe

RTL	 re-education through labour (China)

SAR	 Special Administrative Region (Hong Kong)

TDI	 The Dhaka Initiative
TUC	 Trades Union Congress

UN	 United Nations
UNAMID	 United Nations–African Union peacekeeping force for Darfur
UNDP	 United Nations Development Programme
UNESCO	 United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization
UNHCHR	 United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights
UNHCR	 United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees
UNICEF	 United Nations Children’s Fund
UNIFIL 	 United Nations Interim Force in Lebanon
UNMIK	 United Nations Mission in Kosovo
UNOCHA	 United Nations Office for the Co-ordination of Humanitarian Affairs
UNODC	 United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime
UNRWA	 United Nations Relief and Works Agency

WMD	 weapons of mass destruction
WTO	 World Trade Organization 
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