Stand-alone interactive dialogue on Somalia

29 September 2010
On 29 September 2010, pursuant to Human Rights Council decision 14/119 entitled “Assistance to Somalia in the field of human rights”, a Stand-alone interactive dialogue was held on the status of technical cooperation, capacity-building programmes inside the country and the effectiveness of United Nations (UN) support in the promotion and protection of human rights.

NAVI PILLAY, UN High Commissioner for Human Rights, introducing the interactive dialogue, welcomed this important event. Her deputy had recently returned from the region, and her account had strengthened her conviction that this dialogue could help improve the dire situation of the Somali people, who were facing one of the worst humanitarian crises in the world today - one in every seven Somali children died before the age of five, and one out of every five children living in the South-Central region was malnourished. Since January, at least 908 civilians had died, whilst 2,905 were injured, mostly by shelling in Mogadishu as the fighting gained in intensity. The international community had to respond with a firmer determination to protect civilians and rise to the task of protecting human rights with renewed commitment. All parties to the conflict had to comply with international humanitarian law and those responsible for crimes had to be brought to justice as the lack of accountability had fostered a culture of impunity. Ms. Pillay also reminded the international community of its responsibility to support human rights defenders and strengthen their capacity. She further noted human rights had to be integrated into the Djibouti Peace Process. The High Commissioner welcomed recent developments in Somaliland and Puntland. 

ABDIRAHMAN HADJI ADEN IBBI, Deputy Prime Minister of the Transitional Federal Government of Somalia, reminded the Council that six decades after the UN General Assembly had proclaimed the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, Somalia had come to the bitter conclusion that those rights could not be protected without a functioning system of government, adequate resources and unrelenting political will. Somalia continued to suffer from numerous human rights violations and atrocities, in particular abuse perpetrated by Al-Shabaab and Hizbul Islam. These extremist groups had imposed cruel policies that denied people their human rights, including access to food. In addition to suicide operations, they imposed harsh and arbitrary sentences, which were particularly targeting women and individuals from minority clans. After more than two decades of prolonged political, humanitarian and socio-economic crisis, the Somali people and the TFG expected real and sustainable outcomes from this stand-alone interactive dialogue. The Deputy Prime Minister welcomed the long-awaited decision to relocate the UN agencies inside Somalia. He concluded by saying that the time for empty pledges and expression of solidarity was over, as well as empty and formal concern in regard of the overall human rights situation without a clear signal that the trend of business as usual was really going to be tangibly reversed on the ground.

SHAMSUL BARI, Independent Expert on the Situation of Human Rights in Somalia, reminded the international community of its responsibility towards the Somali people. He called for innovative avenues to solve the conflict, rather than simply pursuing the Djibouti Peace Process. Could the international community consider, for example, mediation by a team of important personalities? In the meantime, collateral damages allegedly caused by the forces of the Transitional Federal Government and the African Union Mission in Somalia (AMISOM) in their retaliation of attacks from the hard-line militants, required immediate attention. Also, efforts to train the TFG forces on human rights and humanitarian law had to continue. Mr. Bari ended by commending the UN’s efforts to serve Somalia under difficult circumstances, while underscoring that the situation in Somalia needed more from the UN.

AUGUSTINE P. MAHIGA, Special Representative of the UN Secretary-General for Somalia (SRSG), welcomed this initiative which provided a unique opportunity to reflect on how Somalis, the UN, and other members of the international community could work together to improve Somali people's lives, so that they could begin to enjoy the basic rights to which they were entitled. Somalia’s human rights challenges were most evident in areas devastated by conflict or under the control of extremist armed groups. However, in some regions of the country with more stability, there were many opportunities to strengthen the awareness and protection of human rights. The SRSG noted that without peace in South-Central Somalia, it would be difficult to envisage profound and lasting improvement to the human rights situation there, especially with regard to the right to life and other basic human rights such as the right to food, shelter, education and health. It was imperative, therefore, that all efforts be applied toward a peaceful solution to the conflict. The SRSG encouraged the Human Rights Council to maintain the momentum created in this month of September during which Somalia had been at the top of the UN agenda.

MARK BOWDEN, UN Resident and Humanitarian Coordinator, UN Development Programme Resident Representative and Designated Official for Somalia, said it was hard to think of a place where human rights were more under stress than Somalia. Somali women and children were particularly vulnerable. Statistics suggested that only 10 per cent of children actually attended school. Somali women and girls continued to be victims of gender-based violence, including female genital mutilation. Sexual violence was on the rise, not only among the approximately 1.4 million internally displaced persons (IDPs), but in Somali society at large. The UN was increasing its focus on protecting IDP camps, and monitoring and reporting human rights violations occurring within them. The UN had actively pursued partnerships with local religious groups and leaders in order to increase security within the camps. In this regard, child protection committees had been established in almost all IDP communities. Police officers and peacekeepers were being given specialized training on protecting civilians and educated about their obligations under international human rights and humanitarian law. The UN country team was further committed to a rights-based approach, which played an important role in the UN’s assistance strategy. Mr. Bowden underlined the needs of youth, which remained a serious gap in humanitarian terms that prolonged the conflict. Lastly, he pointed out that the UN was strengthening its coordination mechanism for planning and implementation.

BOUBACAR GAOUSSOU DIARRA, Special Representative of the Chairperson of the African Union Commission for Somalia and Head of AMISOM, informed that, in areas of Mogadishu controlled by armed opposition groups, extremists routinely harmed the civilians by directly targeting them or indiscriminately subjecting them to mortar attacks, using improvised explosive devices, suicide bombings, and other inhuman tactics. Thousands of Somalis were forced into displacement both internally and across the borders into neighboring countries. The civilian component of AMISOM had undertaken a number of humanitarian activities and would help to facilitate delivery of humanitarian aid and develop quick-impact projects in suitable regions. Soldiers were being training in international humanitarian law. Ambassador Diarra stressed, nevertheless, that military strategies needed to be based on clear political strategies to solve the crisis. Hence, AMISOM was also working to strengthen the political dialogue through its relationships with various stakeholders, including religious leaders and heads of clans. He also called for more troops and a compensation increase for the Ugandan and Burundian forces, stressing the need to implement the recommendations adopted at the Istanbul conference in April 2010.

GEORGE OKOTH-OBBO, Director, Regional Bureau for Africa, UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), underlined the humanitarian imperative as approximately one quarter of the entire population of the country had been displaced within or outside Somalia’s borders. Public safety and access were lacking and without local actors, the UN had no capacity to operate. Puntland and in Somaliland also hosted high numbers of IDPs, yet access existed as well a genuine opportunity to work with authorities in developing policies and systems for assistance and the protection of the IDPs. Increased funding could increase the level of assistance. Mr. Okoth-Obbo underlined that asylum and refugee protection remained critical as over half a million Somalis has sought exile in Djibouti, Ethiopia, Kenya, Yemen and other countries. Somalis were among the largest refugee populations in the world, but had seen decrease in solidarity and challenges in admission, including increasing border closures. In some countries, living conditions for Somalis seeking safety and asylum were abysmal. In summary, solidarity, safety and security were required to respond effectively to the humanitarian imperative. 

CHARLES VINCENT, Director, Office of the World Food Programme (WFP), apologized for the absence of panelist Lauren Ruth Landis. The WFP and its non-governmental partners had been systematically targeted in Somalia by organized militia groups, often with foreign fighters. As a result, WFP had not been able to deliver food stocks to Southern Somalia since January 2010. Somalia remained a food deficit country and the harvest in 2010 would only provide for 40 to 50 per cent of the nation’s cereal needs. Regions like Puntland were better off and this needed to be communicated to other regions as examples of progress. The World Food Programme still continued to distribute basic food needs in some areas and the agency also had a poorly funded emergency programme for rebuilding roads and basic infrastructure. Better and safer access was needed to provide humanitarian assistance to those most in need. This granted, and with sustained funding, WFP could swiftly increase its operations. The WFP was already planning the implementation of innovative programmes, should the situation allow, such as return-to-school programmes which had proved their success in Afghanistan. 

ABDULLAHI M. SHIRWA, Chairman, Somali Peace Line (NGO), called for the creation of an effective civilian protection mechanism, which would seek to win the hearts and minds of the people and end the harm done to them. Civil society groups could contribute towards a durable solution for Somalia. He added that impunity had to be brought to an end and violators brought to justice and called for an independent and impartial Commission of Inquiry to investigate war crimes committed in Somalia. 

OMAR FARUKH OSMAN, National Union of Somali Journalists (NGO), stated that the targeting of journalists directly impacted reporting on Somalia. Twenty two journalists had been murdered since 2007, with 3 killed since the start of the year. Extremist groups had seized control over private media outlets. Freedom of expression was routinely violated. He called for a mechanism to be set up to prevent and deter violence and to respond quickly to human rights violations against journalists.

The discussion continued with statements from the floor, delivered by Nigeria on behalf of the African Group, European Union, Ethiopia, Pakistan on behalf of the Organization of the Islamic Conference, Italy, the Syrian Arab Republic on behalf of the Arab Group, Spain, Egypt, Kenya, United Kingdom, Ghana, Australia, Brazil, Algeria, Switzerland, United States and Japan. Also speaking were Amnesty International, and Cairo Institute for Human Rights Studies. The panelists provided feedback to the interventions.

It was emphasized by several delegations that the responsibility for the protection of human rights lied first and foremost with the Somali authorities, who had to resolve their differences, accelerate the stages of the transitional process and improve their record on human rights. The TFG was called upon to develop a roadmap with clear policy objectives. Attention was drawn to the risk the Somali conflict posed to the region and the point was made that for any solution to the armed conflict to be sustainable, Somalis needed to take ownership of the peace process. 
Efforts by the international community to improve the human rights situation in Somalia had yet to bear fruit. A new, holistic approach needed to be adopted with the involvement of all stakeholders that would deal with the root causes of the violence, in particular socio-economic challenges such as hunger, deprivation and extreme poverty. There was also an urgent need for better coordination among the different humanitarian actors in Somalia and UN integration.

Several delegations paid tribute to AMISOM and called on the international community to strengthen the capacity of AMISOM and of the TFG. The centrality of the mandate of the Independent Expert on the situation of human rights in Somalia was repeatedly underlined. 

Some delegations noted that the Universal Periodic Review (UPR) on Somalia could be a meaningful way of keeping the focus of international attention on Somalia and called for the inclusion of Somaliland and Puntland in the mechanism. Some delegations also raised the questions of impunity and accountability and spoke out in favor or against the documentation of past and present human rights abuses.
Special concern was voiced over women’s and children’s rights, particularly over the alleged recruitment of child soldiers. The Somali authorities were called upon to ratify the recently signed International Convention on the Rights of the Child.

SIHASAK PHUANGKETKEOW, President of the Human Rights Council, said all recognized the tremendous challenges faced by Somalia, and statements today had shown the determination of and support for the authorities in this regard. A concerted international effort for Somalia was needed, and expressions of commitment had now to be translated into to concrete action. 

Statements delivered during the stand-alone interactive dialogue on Somalia made available to the Secretariat are available on the Human Rights Council extranet (login required).
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