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SYRIA
Syrian Arab Republic
Head of state: Bashar al-Assad
Head of government: Imad Khamis

Parties to the armed conflict in Syria 
continued to commit with impunity 
serious violations of international 
humanitarian law, including war 
crimes, and gross human rights abuses. 
Government and allied forces carried 
out indiscriminate attacks and direct 
attacks on civilians and civilian objects 
using aerial and artillery bombing, 
killing and injuring hundreds of people 
in Idlib and Hama in north-west Syria. 
Government forces continued restricting 
access to humanitarian and medical 
aid to civilians living in government-
controlled areas. Security forces 
arbitrarily arrested civilians and former 

fighters who had reconciled with the 
government and continued to detain 
tens of thousands of people, including 
peaceful activists, humanitarian workers, 
lawyers and journalists, subjecting many 
to enforced disappearance and torture or 
other ill-treatment, and causing deaths 
in detention. Armed groups working 
with the support of Turkey continued 
to subject civilians in Afrin to a wide 
range of abuses, including confiscation 
and looting of property, and arbitrary 
detention. They and Turkey were likely 
responsible for indiscriminate attacks 
during hostilities in north-east Syria. 
In the same region, the Autonomous 
Administration carried out several 
arbitrary detentions.  The US-led 
coalition failed to investigate the many 
civilian deaths caused by its 2017 
bombing campaign on Raqqa against the 
armed group calling itself the Islamic 
State (IS). Military offensives in north-
west and north-east Syria internally 

displaced 684,000 and 174,600 
people respectively. Tens of thousands 
of displaced people continued to live in 
makeshift camps, schools and mosques 
that did not provide an adequate 
standard of living.

BACKGROUND
The armed conflict continued throughout 
2019. In February, Syrian government 
and allied Russian forces launched a 
military offensive on Idlib governorate, 
held by the armed opposition group 
Hay’at Tahrir al-Sham, to capture the 
strategic Damascus-Aleppo highway, 
known as M5. In August, talks brokered 
by Russia and Turkey resulted in a 
ceasefire agreement in Idlib. On 19 
September, Russia and China vetoed a 
UN Security Council resolution calling 
for a ceasefire in Idlib because it did 
not include an exemption for attacks on 
Hay’at Tahrir al-Sham.  

Displaced people riding a motorcycle on the outskirts of the Syrian town of Tall Tamr on 16 October 2019 as they flee a deadly cross-border Turkish offensive against Kurdish 
areas of north-eastern Syria. Smoke plumes in the background are from tyres that have been burnt to decrease visibility for Turkish warplanes in the area. © Delil Souleiman/
AFP via Getty Images
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On 9 October, Turkey and the Syrian 
National Army (SNA), a coalition of 
armed opposition groups, launched a 
military offensive on territory in north-
eastern Syria that was controlled by 
the Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF), a 
Kurdish-led alliance of armed groups, 
capturing the cities of Tel Abyad and 
Ras al-Ain on the border with Turkey. 
Concurrently, the USA withdrew its 
military forces from north-east Syria, 
while leaving those stationed at the 
al-Tanf base in Homs governorate. In 
an attempt to stop Turkey and the SNA 
controlling the remaining parts of the 
Syrian side of the north-eastern border, 
the SDF struck a deal with the Syrian 
government that allowed the Syrian army 
to deploy there.
 
On 17 October, Vice-President Mike 
Pence of the USA, which had been 
supporting the SDF, and Turkey’s 
President Recep Tayyip Erdoğan brokered 
a 120-hour ceasefire to allow the SDF 
fighters to pull back to 32km from the 
border with Turkey and thereby create 
a “safe zone”. On 21 October, the day 
the ceasefire was set to expire, President 
Erdoğan and Russian President Vladimir 
Putin struck an agreement which led 
to: Turkey ending its military operation, 
while retaining control of Tel Abyad 
and Ras al-Ain; the Syrian government 
and Russia deploying forces near the 
border with Turkey (which they did on 
22 October, entering Qamishli, Hassake, 
and Derbassiye) and overseeing the 
withdrawal of the SDF; and Russian 
and Turkish forces jointly patrolling a 
narrower, 10km strip of land in the “safe 
zone” from 29 October. 

Several Israeli air strikes targeted Iranian 
and Hizbullah forces in Syria. 

The UN made some progress in its 
efforts to broker a peace deal and 
establish a committee to draft a new 
Syrian constitution. On 30 September, 
it announced the formation of a 
150-member committee with 50 
representatives each from the Syrian 
government, political opposition and 
Syrian civil society. The sponsors of the 
talks – Iran, Russia and Turkey – aimed 
to address the issue of detentions 

and abductions in Syria as well as the 
situation in Idlib. 
The Independent International 
Commission of Inquiry on the Syrian Arab 
Republic (UN Commission of Inquiry), 
established by the UN Human Rights 
Council in 2011, continued to monitor 
and report on violations of international 
law committed by parties to the conflict, 
although it remained barred by the 
government from entering Syria. 

In March, the Organisation for the 
Prohibition of Chemical Weapons 
confirmed that a chemical weapon 
had been used in Douma in Damascus 
Countryside governorate in April 2018. 

SYRIAN GOVERNMENT AND ALLIED 
FORCES

Direct attacks on civilians 
and civilian objects, and 
indiscriminate attacks   
Government and allied forces continued 
to commit war crimes and other serious 
violations of international humanitarian 
law, including indiscriminate attacks and 
direct attacks on civilians and civilian 
objects. Government forces, with the 
support of Russia, repeatedly attacked 
Idlib and Hama governorates in north-
western Syria and the northern part of 
Aleppo governorate, all of which were 
controlled by Hay’at Tahrir al-Sham. They 
carried out indiscriminate attacks and 
direct attacks on civilian homes, schools, 
bakeries, rescue operations, hospitals 
and medical facilities, including by 
artillery shelling and air strikes, killing 
and injuring hundreds of civilians, 
including rescue and medical workers.
 
On 26 March, Syrian government forces 
fired rockets at a school in Sheikh Idriss, 
east of Idlib city, killing a 10-year-old 
boy and injuring two other boys aged nine 
and 10. 
 
Between April and September, at least 
51 medical facilities and 59 schools 
were damaged as a result of hostilities 
in Idlib, Hama and northern Aleppo, 
according to the UN Office for the 
Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs 

(OCHA). For example, Syrian government 
forces dropped four munitions in an 
aerial attack on 9 March that struck 
al-Hayat hospital, a blood bank, an 
ambulance response unit and a facility 
of the Syrian Civil Defence, also known 
as the White Helmets – all located 
within 100m of each other – as well as 
residential neighbourhoods, killing at 
least two civilians and injuring a medical 
worker. 

On 1 August, the UN Secretary-General 
established a board of inquiry to 
investigate “incidents” that destroyed or 
damaged “facilities on the deconfliction 
list and UN-supported facilities” in Idlib.    

Restriction of humanitarian 
access   
Government forces continued to restrict 
access to UN humanitarian aid agencies 
across Syria. According to the UN, 
government forces did not approve 
around half of their requests to carry 
out humanitarian missions to monitor, 
assess and accompany aid deliveries, 
and provide security, logistics and 
administrative support.

The government continued to obstruct 
humanitarian access to Rukban camp 
near the border with Jordan, despite 
the dire humanitarian conditions there. 
Government forces only allowed UN 
humanitarian agencies to accompany 
their implementing partners on aid 
deliveries three times during the year. On 
20 December, Russia and China vetoed 
the renewal of a mechanism established 
by UN Security Council resolution 2165 
of 2014 which had allowed the UN and 
its implementing partners to deliver aid 
from neighbouring countries into areas 
under the control of the opposition. 

Arbitrary detention and enforced 
disappearances
According to local monitors, government 
forces arbitrarily detained and, in 
some cases, forcibly disappeared 
civilians in areas under the control of 
the government, especially Daraa and 
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Eastern Ghouta in Damascus Countryside 
governorate. Those detained included 
former fighters who had reconciled with 
the government, family members of 
armed group commanders, humanitarian 
workers and families of activists 
displaced to north-west Syria. Many were 
subjected to torture or other ill-treatment, 
some dying in detention as a result.

Syrian security forces also continued 
to hold thousands of detainees 
arrested in previous years without trial, 
often in conditions that amounted 
to enforced disappearance. Tens 
of thousands of people remained 
disappeared, the majority since 2011. 
They included humanitarian workers, 
lawyers, journalists, peaceful activists, 
government critics and opponents, and 
individuals detained in place of relatives 
wanted by the authorities.
Families of the disappeared endured 
emotional and psychological 
consequences of living in uncertainty, 
compounded by the devastating 
economic impact. 

TURKEY AND ALLIED ARMED 
GROUPS

Indiscriminate attacks    
Following the military offensive launched 
by Turkey and the SNA in north-east 
Syria against the SDF on 9 October, the 
hostilities were marked by indiscriminate 
attacks in residential areas, including 
attacks on a home, bakery and school. 
The evidence strongly suggested that 
Turkey and allied Syrian armed groups 
carried out the attacks.1

 
According to the Syrian Observatory 
for Human Rights, 120 civilians were 
killed between 9 and 20 October. For 
example, a Turkish air strike on a market 
on 13 October hit a civilian convoy that 
included many journalists travelling to 
Ras al-Ain. According to the Kurdish Red 
Crescent, six civilians were killed and 
59 injured. In another incident, medics 
rescued an eight-year-old girl who was 
injured when mortars landed near where 
she was playing with her 11-year-old 
brother outside their home in Qamishli 

on 10 October. Her brother died from his 
wounds later that day.  

Confiscation and looting of 
property 
Turkey’s military and armed opposition 
groups receiving military support from 
Turkey, including Ferqa 55, al-Jabha 
al-Shamiye, Faylaq al-Sham, Sultan 
Mourad and Ahrar al-Sharqiye, continued 
to control Afrin, a predominantly Syrian 
Kurdish area in the north of Aleppo 
governorate. Residents continued to 
be denied access to their property 
and belongings, which have been 
appropriated by members of these armed 
groups and their families. Some of the 
appropriated properties were used as 
military facilities for the different groups. 
According to the UN Commission of 
Inquiry, some residents paid money 
to recover stolen vehicles and other 
belongings, and olive farmers paid armed 
groups taxes on their harvests. 

Arbitrary detention, torture and 
other ill-treatment 
Armed groups supported by Turkey were 
responsible for at least 54 incidents 
of arbitrary detention of civilians for 
ransom, according to local monitoring 
groups, as punishment for asking to 
reclaim their property or for allegedly 
being affiliated to the Democratic Union 
Party (PYD) or People’s Protection Units 
(YPG), both Syrian Kurdish groups. 
For example, a man living in Afrin was 
detained by al-Jabha al-Shamiye in April 
having been falsely accused of affiliation 
to the previous civil administration led by 
the PYD. The armed group refused to tell 
his relatives his whereabouts or fate.
 
According to the UN Commission of 
Inquiry, individuals critical of the armed 
groups’ conduct or perceived to support 
the former administration in Afrin, 
including activists, were targeted for 
arrest, detention, torture and extortion. 

Summary killings and abduction   
On 12 October, the Turkey-backed armed 
opposition group Ahrar al-Sharqiye 

ambushed civilian and military cars on 
the SDF-controlled Latakia-Saraqeb 
international highway, known as M4. 
Hevrin Khalaf, a Kurdish politician and 
Secretary General of the Future Syria 
political party, was in one of the civilian 
cars. She was dragged out, beaten and 
shot dead. According to the medical 
report, her body showed several injuries, 
including multiple gunshot wounds, 
fractures to her legs, face and skull, and 
detachment of skin from her skull and 
loss of hair as a result of being dragged 
by the hair. The armed groups also 
summarily killed her bodyguard. During 
the same ambush, the armed group 
captured and killed two Kurdish fighters. 
They also abducted two civilian men, 
both of whom work with a local medical 
organization and were transporting 
medicine when they were captured. The 
armed group did not disclose the fate or 
whereabouts of the abducted men. 

AUTONOMOUS ADMINISTRATION 

Arbitrary detention   
The PYD-led Autonomous Administration 
continued to control some of the 
predominantly Kurdish north-east region 
of Syria, including Raqqa and Qamishli. 
It arbitrarily arrested and detained 
eight individuals in Raqqa employed 
by local and international educational 
and development organizations active 
in Raqqa since 2017. The Autonomous 
Administration subjected the eight 
individuals to enforced disappearance. 
All were released without charge after 
being held for at least two months 
without access to a lawyer.

US-LED COALITION 

Lack of investigations into civilian 
deaths   
Despite mounting pressure, the US-led 
coalition continued to deny responsibility 
for causing hundreds of civilian deaths 
in Raqqa during the four-month bombing 
campaign to defeat IS in 2017. On 
28 February, the coalition accepted 
responsibility for 25 civilian deaths in 
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Raqqa, bringing to 180 the total number 
it has acknowledged so far. However, this 
admission did not lead to any measures 
to investigate possible violations of 
international humanitarian law or 
compensate victims, and the coalition 
continued to block requests to disclose 
the circumstances in which the fatal 
strikes took place. 

REFUGEES AND INTERNALLY 
DISPLACED PEOPLE 
By the end of the year, 6.6 million people 
had been displaced within Syria and 
more than 5 million people had sought 
refuge outside the country since the start 
of the crisis in 2011. Lebanon, Jordan 
and Turkey, the countries hosting most 
of the refugees, continued to block the 
entry of new refugees, exposing them to 
further attacks, abuses and persecution 
in Syria. The number of resettlement 
places and other safe and legal routes 
for refugees offered by Western and other 
states fell far below the needs identified 
by UNHCR, the UN Refugee Agency.
Between January and October 2019, 
82,554 Syrian refugees returned to 
Syria and 412,662 internally displaced 
people returned to their place of 
origin, according to UNHCR and OCHA 
respectively. The dire humanitarian 
conditions in neighbouring countries – 
exacerbated by the lack of humanitarian 
aid, unemployment, and administrative 
and financial obstacles to obtaining or 

renewing residency permits – pushed 
some refugees to return to a precarious 
future in Syria. 

The Syrian Network for Human Rights 
reported that, between 2014 and 2019, 
government forces detained around 
1,916 refugees upon their return to 
Syria, of whom 638 continued to be 
subjected to enforced disappearance at 
the end of the year.
 
During 2019, the military offensives in 
north-west and north-east Syria internally 
displaced 400,000 and 174,600 
people respectively, according to OCHA. 
Tens of thousands of displaced people 
continued to live in makeshift camps, 
schools and mosques that did not 
provide an adequate standard of living, 
and had limited access to aid, basic 
services, food, health care, education 
and livelihood opportunities. Also, 3,122 
people fled hostilities in north-east Syria 
seeking refuge in the Kurdistan Region 
of Iraq. 

Between January and March, tens of 
thousands of people, including women 
and children of nationalities other than 
Syrian, were displaced from their homes 
to camps and informal sites in north-east 
Syria following the offensive by the US-
led coalition and the SDF against IS in 
Deir el-Zour. Internally displaced people 
were dispersed across at least 10 camps 
and large informal sites. In October, two 

camps near the Turkish border closed 
as a result of the military offensive in 
north-east Syria, and internally displaced 
people were transferred to other 
locations. Al-Hol camp in Deir el-Zour 
governorate hosted the largest number 
of internally displaced people: around 
68,000 individuals, the vast majority 
of them women and children. Because 
of the dire humanitarian conditions in 
al-Hol, at least 390 displaced people 
died of pneumonia, dehydration or 
malnutrition, according to the UN 
Commission of Inquiry. A few European, 
African and Asian governments 
repatriated some of the displaced women 
and children who were nationals of their 
countries. 

Between March and September, around 
18,787 internally displaced people in 
Rukban left the camp and went to Homs, 
Hama, Latakia, Damascus, Damascus 
Countryside and other areas of origin. 
Around 12,000 continued to live in 
Rukban in dire humanitarian conditions 
with limited access to food and other life-
saving necessities, and a lack of access 
to health care and medication. 

DEATH PENALTY 
The death penalty remained in force for 
many offences. The authorities disclosed 
little information about death sentences 
passed and no information on executions.

1. Amnesty International, Syria: Damning evidence of war crimes and other violations by Turkish forces and their allies (Press release, 18 October 2019),
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2019/10/syria-damning-evidence-of-war-crimes-and-other-violations-by-turkish-forces-and-their-allies/
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TUNISIA
Republic of Tunisia
Head of state: Kaïs Saïed (replaced Mohamed Ennaceur in 
October, who replaced Béji Caïd Essebsi after his death 
in July) 
Head of government: Youssef Chahed  

The work of the Truth and Dignity 
Commission ended with the publication 
of its final report, which included 
recommendations for reforms, and the 
referral of 173 cases to specialized 
criminal chambers.

At least 78 trials, which concerned grave 
human rights violations, began before 
these chambers during the year. Families 
of people who died at the hands of the 
police in recent years continued to await 
justice. There were reports of torture and 
other ill-treatment. Steps were taken 
to advance a bill to end discrimination 
against women with regard to inheritance 
but stalled. A new complaints mechanism 
for women victims of violence received 

tens of thousands of submissions. 
Bloggers and social media users were 
prosecuted for the peaceful expression 
of their views online. Authorities used 
excessive and occasionally unnecessary 
force, as well as prosecutions, against 
peaceful protesters. Refugees and 
asylum-seekers were detained for 
irregular entry into Tunisia. Dozens of 
lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender and 
intersex (LGBTI) people were arrested 
and imprisoned for consensual same-sex 
sexual relations. Death sentences were 
handed down; there were no executions. 

BACKGROUND
President Béji Caïd Essebsi died on 
25 July. Mohamed Ennaceur took over 
as interim president. On 13 October, 
after presidential elections, Kaïs Saïed 
was elected president. Following 
parliamentary elections on 6 October, a 
new parliament met for the first time on 
13 November. On 16 November, Kaïs 
Saïed tasked former minister Habib 

Jemli with forming a government, but the 
process was still ongoing at the end of 
the year.

The Constitutional Court, which had been 
due to be set up since 2015, remained 
unestablished as Tunisia’s parliament 
again failed to elect the first third of its 
members. 

The authorities renewed the nationwide 
state of emergency eight times; it had 
been in place since November 2015. 
Protests continued over the lack 
of employment opportunities, poor 
living conditions and water shortages, 
particularly in marginalized and 
underdeveloped regions. 

TRANSITIONAL JUSTICE
In March, the Truth and Dignity 
Commission (Instance Vérité et 
Dignité, IVD) published its final, 
2,000-page report on human rights 
violations committed by Tunisian 

Tunisian lawyers hold up protest statements during a demonstration outside the National Bardo Museum in the capital, Tunis, on 27 September 2019. The lawyers were 
calling for the reinforcement of the independence of the judiciary. © Yassine Gaidi/Anadolu Agency via Getty Images
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authorities between 1957 and 2013. 
Its recommendations included reform 
of the judicial and security sectors, 
the creation of an independent body 
to monitor the work of the security 
forces, the harmonization of laws with 
the Constitution, measures to establish 
accountability for crimes committed 
and other steps to strengthen the rule 
of law. The government failed to publish 
the report in the official gazette or 
present a plan to implement the IVD’s 
recommendations, as required by Article 
70 of the Transitional Justice Law. 
The parliament had yet to establish a 
specialized parliamentary committee 
to oversee implementation of the 
recommendations.

By the end of its mandate, the IVD had 
transferred 173 cases to specialized 
criminal chambers after receiving more 
than 62,000 complaints from victims. 
At least 78 trials, involving cases of 
torture, extrajudicial executions, enforced 
disappearances, wrongful convictions and 
excessive use of force against peaceful 
protesters, began before these chambers 
during the year. Among the accused 
are several former interior ministers, 
security chiefs and government officials 
under former President Zine El-Abidine 
Ben Ali and before him Habib Borguiba. 
Progress was slow due to repeated 
postponement of trial sessions and the 
frequent non-appearance in court of 
accused police officers, politicians and 
former government officials. The largest 
trade union for the security forces asked 
its members not to appear in court, 
saying that the trials were vindictive. The 
Ministry of Interior appeared reluctant to 
implement court subpoenas of indicted 
suspects to the hearings.

UNLAWFUL KILLINGS, TORTURE AND 
OTHER ILL-TREATMENT 
Families of people who died at the 
hands of the police in recent years 
continued to await justice. In November, 
14 police officers were indicted for 
involuntary manslaughter and failure to 
assist a person in danger following an 
investigation into the death of 19-year-
old football supporter Omar Labidi in 

the southern suburbs of the capital, 
Tunis, on 31 March 2018. However, they 
remained on active duty. Omar Labidi 
drowned after police pushed him into a 
river despite his protests that he could 
not swim. He was fleeing police who 
were chasing football fans involved in 
clashes. The investigation into the killing 
of 19-year-old Ayman Othmani, whom 
customs officers shot dead during a 
raid on a warehouse in Tunis in October 
2018, failed to progress. According to his 
family and lawyer who saw the forensic 
report, he was shot in the back and upper 
leg.1

 
Suspicious deaths in custody were 
reported. In June, police arrested 
Abderrazek Selmi in the region of 
Kairouan. Around two hours later, the 
police called an ambulance, but he died 
on the way to hospital. The General 
Prosecution acknowledged that his death 
was suspicious; the Ministry of Interior 
later stated that he had died of a heart 
attack. The investigation into the death 
was ongoing at the end of the year. 
Dozens of detainees reported being 
subjected to torture or other ill-treatment 
by the police or the National Guard. In 
many cases, police denied detainees 
the right to call their lawyer or a family 
member or denied them a medical 
examination.

WOMEN’S RIGHTS
In February and May, a parliamentary 
committee ran two sessions with 
representatives of the presidency and the 
Justice Minister to discuss a bill to end 
discrimination against women with regard 
to inheritance. A significant number 
of members of parliament considered 
the bill to be contrary to Islam. The 
parliament failed to resume discussions 
on the bill during the year. 

In August, the Minister of Women, 
Family, Children and Seniors announced 
that the Justice Ministry had received 
around 40,000 complaints from women 
who had experienced domestic violence 
during the first seven months of the 
year. The complaints were submitted 
in line with the Law on Eliminating 

Violence against Women, which came 
into effect in 2018 and established 
a complaints mechanism for victims 
of violence. However, the government 
failed to establish a national observatory 
to prevent violence against women as 
required by Article 40 of the law. 

Women were severely underrepresented 
in the presidential and parliamentary 
elections, with only two women among 
the 26 presidential candidates and only 
56 women among the 217 members of 
parliament elected in October, compared 
to 68 women elected in 2014. 

FREEDOM OF EXPRESSION AND 
ASSEMBLY  
Bloggers and social media users were 
prosecuted on criminal charges under 
the Penal Code and the Communications 
Code for the peaceful expression of their 
views online. 

In April, the Court of First Instance of 
Gafsa sentenced Ahmed El-Jedidi in 
his absence to one year’s imprisonment 
for “insulting others through a public 
communications network” after criticizing 
a female parliamentarian in a Facebook 
post. The sentence was overturned on 
appeal in May.
 
In October, the Court of First Instance of 
Manouba convicted blogger Aymen Ben 
Khassib of “insulting others through the 
press” for a Facebook post in which he 
named two members of the municipal 
council responsible for a controversial 
project in his neighbourhood. He was 
fined 1,000 Tunisian dinars (around 
US$350).

Authorities used excessive and 
occasionally unnecessary force 
against peaceful protesters as well 
as prosecutions to restrict freedom of 
assembly. Peaceful protesters were 
prosecuted on charges of “disturbing 
freedom of work” or “obstructing freedom 
of movement” in connection with protests 
over high rates of unemployment and 
poor living conditions. In Gafsa alone in 
2019, at least 20 protesters were tried in 
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their absence in various trials before the 
Court of First Instance following peaceful 
protests.2

 
In June, police and National Guard 
officers used excessive force, including 
tear gas, to disperse a peaceful protest 
by asylum-seekers in front of a centre in 
the town of Medenine run by UNHCR, 
the UN Refugee Agency. The police 
chased the protesters, beating them 
with batons, and arrested 25 of them. In 
July, 18 of the asylum-seekers appeared 
before Medenine Court of First Instance 
on charges that included “obstructing 
freedom of movement”, “disturbing a 
public road” and “insulting a public 
official”. The case was dismissed in 
October.  

In July, police forcibly entered the 
medical technology institute of Tunis El 
Manar University and used unnecessary 
and excessive force to end a peaceful 
student sit-in. They used batons and 
fired tear gas at close range, including 
against three visually impaired students. 
Police officers later charged six students 
with “assaulting a public officer while 
performing their duty.”

In September, police arbitrarily detained 
18-year-old activist Maissa al-Oueslati 
while she was filming a protester 
threatening to set himself on fire in front 
of a police station in Jbel Jloud, a suburb 

of Tunis. They also arbitrarily detained 
her 16-year-old brother. The siblings were 
held overnight and interrogated without a 
lawyer. Both were charged with insulting 
and assaulting a public officer before 
being tried and acquitted later the same 
month.

REFUGEES, ASYLUM-SEEKERS AND 
MIGRANTS
On several occasions, the National 
Guard detained refugees and asylum-
seekers for irregular entry into Tunisia. 
Two refugees interviewed in August by 
Amnesty International in the refugee 
centre in Medenine said that they had 
been held for 17 days in the detention 
and orientation centre in Ben Guerdane 
upon their arrival in Tunisia. They said 
they were not informed of the reasons for 
their detention. 

On 3 August, the security forces arrested 
36 Ivorian migrants – 22 men, 11 
women and three children – on suspicion 
of planning an irregular crossing to 
Europe by sea. The Ivorians were 
transferred to a closed military zone near 
Ras Jdir, a coastal town near the Libyan 
border, and left there. Three days later, 
the Tunisian army gave them some bread 
and milk, but left them without access to 
humanitarian assistance. On 8 August, 

the authorities allowed the group to leave 
the military zone and remain in Tunisia.

RIGHTS OF LESBIAN, GAY, 
BISEXUAL, TRANSGENDER AND 
INTERSEX PEOPLE
LGBTI people continued to be 
arrested and prosecuted under laws 
that criminalize consensual same-
sex sexual relations, “indecency” 
and acts deemed “offensive to public 
morals. According to DAMJ, the 
Tunisian Association for Justice and 
Equality, Police arrested at least 78 
men under Article 230 of the Penal 
Code, which criminalizes “sodomy”, 
and conducted anal examinations as 
part of their investigations to determine 
whether they had engaged in same-sex 
sexual relations. Such examinations 
violate the prohibition of torture and 
other ill-treatment. At least 70 men 
were convicted under the article and 
sentenced to between four months and a 
year in prison. 

DEATH PENALTY
Courts handed down dozens of death 
sentences, and there was an increased 
use of capital punishment in terrorism-
related cases. No executions have been 
carried out since 1991.

1. Amnesty International, Tunisia: Investigations into deadly police abuses must deliver long awaited justice (Press release, 4 April 2019),
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2019/04/tunisia-investigations-into-deadly-police-abuses-must-deliver-long-awaited-justice/

2. Amnesty International, Tunisia: Hundreds of peaceful protesters tried in their absence in Gafsa (MDE 30/0380/2019),
https://www.amnesty.org/en/documents/mde30/0380/2019/en/.
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UNITED ARAB 
EMIRATES
United Arab Emirates
Head of state: Khalifa bin Zayed Al Nahyan
Head of government: Mohammed bin Rashed Al Maktoum

The authorities, particularly the State 
Security Agency (SSA), subjected 
detainees, including foreign nationals, to 
arbitrary arrest and detention, torture and 
enforced disappearance. The authorities 
also restricted freedom of expression, 
imprisoning government critics and 
holding them in dire conditions. In a 
positive development in women’s rights, 
almost 200 women stood in the Federal 
National Council (FNC) elections in 
October, more than double the number 
in the last elections; still, women 
continued to face discrimination in law 

and in practice. On migrants’ rights, 
the authorities removed the job title 
criteria for sponsorship, which allowed 
more migrant workers to sponsor family 
members to live in the United Arab 
Emirates (UAE). However, migrant workers 
remained tied to employers under the 
kafala (sponsorship) system, which made 
them vulnerable to labour abuses and 
exploitation. The UAE continued to deny 
nationality to thousands of individuals 
who were born within its borders. While 
no executions were reported, courts 
continued to issue death sentences.

BACKGROUND
The UAE continued to co-lead the 
coalition in the armed conflict in Yemen, 
a coalition that is implicated in war 
crimes and other serious violations of 
international law. The UAE also illicitly 

diverted weapons and military equipment 
to militias in Yemen (see Yemen entry).

The UAE supported the self-proclaimed 
Libyan National Army (LNA), which 
committed serious violations of 
international law in Libya. The UAE also 
provided arms to the LNA and operated 
drones on its behalf, in violation of a UN 
arms embargo (see Libya entry).

The UAE remained a member of the 
coalition imposing economic and political 
sanctions on Qatar, along with Bahrain, 
Egypt and Saudi Arabia.

ARBITRARY ARRESTS AND 
DETENTIONS
Amnesty International documented 
several cases in which the rights of 
detainees were disregarded. In these 

Migrant workers on the construction site of Dubai’s Expo 2020, a global trade fair, on 22 October 2019. Migrant workers in the United Arab Emirates have been vulnerable to 
labour abuses and exploitation. © Giuseppe Cacace/AFP via Getty Images
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cases, most often involving the State 
Security Agency (SSA), detainees 
were arrested without warrants, held 
incommunicado for weeks or months and 
tortured or otherwise ill-treated. In some 
cases, detainees were held in degrading 
conditions.

Alia Abdelnoor Mohamed Abdelnoor, who 
had terminal cancer, died in May while 
chained to a hospital bed in al-Ain, a city 
in Abu Dhabi Emirate. After her arrest by 
the SSA in 2015, she was held in solitary 
confinement and forcibly disappeared 
for three months. At the time of her 
death, she was serving a 10-year prison 
sentence on vague and unsubstantiated 
“terrorism” charges, based on forced 
“confessions”.

Foreign nationals were among those 
arbitrarily detained and ill-treated. On 15 
May, three Lebanese men were convicted 
on terrorism-related charges after being 
detained by the SSA, for long periods 
incommunicado, and then subjected to 
an unfair trial. One received a sentence 
of life imprisonment and the others 
received 10-year sentences. The State 
Security Prosecutor accused them of 
acting on behalf of the Lebanese party 
and armed group Hizbullah. One of the 
defendants, Abdel Rahman Chouman, 
told the court he had been tortured to 
make him “confess”.

Lebanese prisoner Ahmad Ali Mekkaoui 
was placed in incommunicado detention 
in April after new charges were imposed 
on him “for harming the reputation of 
the UAE” following a television interview 
in which his sister and his Lebanese 
lawyer spoke about his case. He was 
serving a 15-year prison sentence after 
being convicted on terrorism-related 
charges in 2016 and arrested by the SSA 
in 2014. During his trial, he described 
being tortured, including by being anally 
raped with a metal rod. In 2017 the UN 
Working Group on Arbitrary Detention 
concluded that his detention was 
arbitrary.

Concerns remained regarding the 
freedom of movement and wellbeing 
of Latifa bint Mohammed bin Rashid 
Al Maktoum, daughter of Dubai’s ruler. 

She was detained at sea by Indian and 
UAE security forces in 2018 and forcibly 
returned to the UAE, after which she 
was only seen once in a staged photo 
opportunity.

FREEDOM OF EXPRESSION
The authorities continued to arbitrarily 
detain and prosecute peaceful dissenters, 
effectively stifling criticism of the 
government. Dozens of prisoners of 
conscience continued to languish in 
detention, in dire conditions.

Prisoner of conscience and human rights 
activist Ahmed Mansoor remained in 
detention after being sentenced in 2018 
to 10 years in prison for comments 
posted on social media. He went on 
hunger strike in March for four weeks to 
protest against prison conditions and his 
sentence, and again in September for at 
least 44 days after he was beaten for his 
protests, according to the Gulf Centre for 
Human Rights, citing a local source.

Prisoners of conscience Nasser bin 
Ghaith, an academic, and Mohammed al-
Roken, a human rights lawyer, remained 
incarcerated.

The authorities released Osama al-Najjar 
more than two years after he had finished 
serving his prison sentence. In 2017, 
the Public Prosecution had requested 
the extension of his detention on the 
pretext that he remained a threat. He 
was originally imprisoned for tweets 
addressed to the Minister of Interior 
expressing concern about the ill-
treatment of his father in prison.

A Reuters investigation exposed the 
UAE’s involvement in “Project Raven”, 
an initiative in which former US 
intelligence operatives reportedly helped 
the UAE keep individuals, including 
human rights activists, under surveillance 
across the globe with no judicial 
oversight.

WOMEN’S RIGHTS
In a positive development, almost 200 
women stood in the Federal National 

Council (FNC) elections in October, 
more than double the number in the 
last elections. This followed a decree by 
President Al Nahyan calling for women 
to make up half of the FNC. Ultimately, 
seven women were elected and 13 were 
appointed to the 40-member FNC.

However, women continued to face 
discrimination in law and in practice. 
For example, the Personal Status Law 
of 2005 states that “a husband’s 
rights over his wife” include the wife’s 
“courteous obedience to him” (Article 
56), and places conditions on a married 
woman’s right to work or leave the house 
(Article 72). Under Article 356 of the 
Penal Code, “debasement of honour with 
consent” is punishable by one year or 
more in prison. On the basis of this law, 
a Swedish-run hospital in Ajman Emirate 
was forced to report pregnant, unmarried 
women to the police. In some cases these 
referrals have led to prosecution and 
deportation.

The government failed to adequately 
protect women from sexual and domestic 
violence. Under Article 53 of the Penal 
Code, “a husband’s discipline of his 
wife” is “considered an exercise of 
rights”, language that can be read as 
official sanction of spousal abuse.

MIGRANTS’ RIGHTS
Migrant workers remained tied to 
employers under the kafala (sponsorship) 
system, making them vulnerable to labour 
abuses and exploitation. In a positive 
development, the authorities removed 
the job title criteria for sponsorship, 
allowing more residents to sponsor family 
members to live in the UAE.

The UAE maintained its no-minimum 
wage policy. This had a particularly 
negative impact on migrant workers, 
who comprised more than 90% of 
the country’s workforce. Unlike UAE 
nationals, migrant workers did not receive 
government allowances for housing, 
subsidized health care or other services 
and were therefore dependent on their 
wages in order to access essential 
services. Migrants’ wages were typically 
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low relative to the cost of living in the 
UAE, posing a risk to their right to just 
and favourable conditions of work, and 
their right to an adequate standard of 
living.

Late or non-payment of wages was 
common, leaving hundreds of low-
paid migrant workers stranded in poor 
living conditions. Mercury MENA, an 
engineering company, failed to pay 
many of its workers for more than two 
years. The workers’ situation remained 

unresolved at the end of 2019.
Reports continued of migrant workers 
being fined for overstaying their visas and 
other immigration violations. Because 
migrants were unable to pay such fines, 
which were often too high for them to 
afford, many were held indefinitely in 
detention.

STATELESSNESS
The UAE continued to deny nationality 
to at least 15,000 individuals who were 

born within its borders and had no other 
nationality. This effectively rendered 
them stateless and deprived them of 
a range of state services, such as free 
education and health care.

DEATH PENALTY
While no new executions were reported, 
courts continued to issue new death 
sentences, primarily against foreign 
nationals for violent crimes.
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