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AFRICA

NORTH AFRICA

Libya

European powers allow shadowy Libyan group to return refugees (Al Jazeera) By Federica Marsi, Priyanka Shankar, Ali Haj Suleiman, Anealla Safdar, Sanad Verification Agency, Maud
Jullien, Bashar Deeb, Tomas Statius, Mohammed Bassiki and Klaas van Dijken
December 11, 2023

Names marked with an asterisk have been changed to protect identities.

A shadowy Libyan armed group accused of unlawful killings, torture, arbitrary detention and enslavement, with alleged links to Russia’s Wagner Group, has been forcibly returning refugees with the help of
European authorities, a new investigation has found.

On several occasions this year, GPS coordinates released by Europe’s border agency Frontex have ended up in the hands of the Tareq Bin Zayed (TBZ), allowing militiamen to haul back hundreds of people at a
time from European waters to eastern Libya.

The pullbacks described by witnesses, which often involve violence, appear to be illegal. Under international law, refugees cannot be returned to unsafe countries such as Libya, where they are at risk of serious
ill-treatment.

The joint investigation by Al Jazeera, Lighthouse Reports, the Syrian Investigative Reporting for Accountability Journalism (SIRAJ), Malta Today, Le Monde, and Der Spiegel, involved months of researching
the latest pullbacks, including extensive interviews with witnesses, experts and officials.

The TBZ pullbacks from European waters began in May. Al Jazeera and its partners investigated five that took place this year, which overall saw hundreds being returned and many abused. The TBZ is also
known to drag people back from Libyan waters.

The pattern that emerged suggests that European powers are working directly and indirectly with the TBZ, amid their efforts to curb refugee arrivals.

These institutions are well aware of the TBZ’s alleged human rights abuses but do nothing to stop the brigade acting as a coastguard partner, even though it is closely tied to Khalifa Haftar, the renegade general
at the helm of the eastern Libyan administration which is not recognised by the international community, including the European Union.

The bloc also understands the TBZ’s connections to Wagner, the Russian mercenary force accused of atrocities from Africa to Ukraine.

The investigation found that Malta appears to be playing a direct role. During one incident in August, an audio recording strongly suggests that a Maltese air force pilot relayed the coordinates of a boat in
distress to the TBZ.

Several refugees who have been intercepted by the group told Al Jazeera and its partners that TBZ militiamen have tortured, beat, and shot at them. One said they witnessed a killing. Others, having paid vast
sums to smugglers, said TBZ forced them to pay ransom or made them work for their freedom.

"Frontex and national rescue coordination centres should never provide information to any Libyan actors,” said Nora Markard, an expert on international law at Germany’s University of Munster. "Frontex
knows who TBZ is and what this militia does.

"What the militia is doing is more of a kidnapping than a rescue. You only have to imagine pirates announcing that they will deal with a distress case.”

Tareq bin Zeyad Several hundred refugees have been pulled back to eastern Libya in the TBZ's boat, pictured here, which is named after the brigade [Screengrab/Al Jazeera] ‘They beat us’ In late July, Bilal*, a
23-year-old Syrian, and more than 250 others from his war-torn country, Egypt, Pakistan and Bangladesh boarded a boat in Libya under the cover of night. Most paid thousands of dollars to smugglers for the
journey, which they hoped would lead to a safer and more stable living in Europe.

“We were stacked on top of each other inside the naval vessel, with barely a centimetre between us,” he said.

As they sailed across the Mediterranean, conditions were harshest for those packed on the lower deck, including women and children.

Some fainted after inhaling fumes of the petrol-powered engines. Others “almost suffocated”, said Bilal. Refugees prayed for land.

On the morning of July 26, two days after departing eastern Libya, Frontex issued a mayday call when the boat was still in Libya’s rescue zone, close to Maltese waters.

“The vessel was far away from the shoreline, it was overcrowded, and there was no life-saving equipment visible,” the agency told Al Jazeera.

INTERACTIVE-LIBYA-DEC7-1702203528

But neither official Libyan nor Maltese authorities, which are obliged to lead search and rescue operations in their areas of responsibility, acted on the call. Maritime imagery also shows that two commercial
vessels sailing in the vicinity did not change course.

Instead, it was the TBZ, with its large blue and white vessel, that heeded the mayday and sailed towards Europe.

Seven hours later, militiamen boarded the boat, which was now within Malta’s rescue zone. Later, they instructed the refugees to move onto their TBZ ship.

Waves were high, making the transfer treacherous.

“Jumping between the ships was extremely dangerous,” Bilal said.

The TBZ eventually boat docked at the port of Juliana, in Benghazi.

“Severe beating and violence ensued,” Bilal said. “[TBZ militiamen] confiscated our passports and mobile phones and transferred us to a prison within the port, a large hangar about 50 metres long, already
crowded with about 600 people.”

Syrians were spared the worst treatment, which seemed to be reserved for Pakistanis and Bangladeshis who, Bilal said, faced "brutal” abuse.

Bilal and his countrymen were released after two days, while refugees of other nationalities remained in arbitrary detention.

“They [let us] leave, but when we asked for our phones and passports, they beat us with hoses,” he said.

Torture, abuse, slavery Seven witnesses interviewed by Al Jazeera and its partners said they suffered violent abuse at the hands of the TBZ.

In the most appalling example recounted by a Syrian teenager, the militia allegedly killed an Egyptian refugee who was unable to answer their questions and dumped his body overboard.

A militiaman involved in the May pullback had asked passengers to identify the captain, the Syrian refugee remembered.

The Egyptian refugee in question “replied that he did not know, so the soldier shot and killed him, then threw him into the sea”, the Syrian teenager said.

At the time of publishing, the TBZ had not responded to requests for comment.

Other refugees described acts of intimidation, saying the TBZ had fired water cannon or shot at them.

Several said food was another way of punishment; often in detention, there was just one meal a day such as rice cooked in seawater, or a slice of bread.

Bassel*, a 36-year-old Syrian who was pulled back on August 18, said militiamen used ropes to stop their boat from progressing towards Italy.

“The officers entered our boat with weapons … and they beat the men with sticks,” he said.

Once they arrived in eastern Libya, the TBZ fighters shaved their heads and eyebrows.

“We received severe beatings to the point that our bodies turned black,” said Bassel.

One of the militiamen “hit me hard on the head … I felt like my head broke”.

After beatings, they would throw their victims in the sea, so that sea salt rubbed into wounds.

Bassel remembered being allowed to sleep by the toilet, on a floor covered in excrement and blood.

“At 6:30 in the morning, they beat us again,” he said. “They took our money … They threw our papers and documents in the [sea].

“They also harassed and assaulted the women.”

Bassel counted 22 days of torture. Like others, he was later enslaved because he did not have any money to pay for his freedom. Yet again, he was taunted by the TBZ and threatened with execution.

Other survivors reported paying up to $1,000 in ransom.

Some were threatened with guns.

Another Syrian said he was “sold to businessmen to work for free” for several days after his boat was intercepted in July. A TBZ fighter supervised the construction work, shouting and throwing insults.

“We understood that what this brigade is doing to us is not allowed,” said the Syrian man. “It is slavery.”

Al Jazeera was unable to independently verify all of the refugees’ allegations, but the accusations are consistent with previous reports.

Last year, Amnesty International documented serious violations by the TBZ, which is led by Saddam Haftar, Khalifa’s son, and operates under the umbrella of the Libyan National Army (LNA).

Libya is split between warring administrations in the east and west. The self-styled “national” army holds sway in the Haftar-controlled east, a rival faction to the Western-backed Government of National Unity
based in Tripoli.

Amnesty reported on TBZ acts of torture, sexual violence, unlawful deprivation of liberty and murder. It also found the militia guilty of expelling refugees en masse from Libya to neighbouring Niger, denying
them an opportunity to seek asylum.

On social media accounts reviewed by Al Jazeera, the TBZ paints itself as a fearsome force.

In one slickly produced video, men wearing balaclavas are seen showing off machine guns as the rap song "Get low" plays in the background. On TikTok and Instagram, some posts show them posing in
designer clothes, while they are seen relaxing in others, tending to barbecues on the vessel they use to intercept refugees.

When off-duty, the TBZ crew enjoys barbecues on the vessel they use to intercept refugees When off-duty, the TBZ crew enjoys barbecues on the vessel they use to intercept refugees [Screengrab/Al Jazeera]
According to a United Nations report published in September, the TBZ is financed by “fuel smuggling, migrant smuggling, trafficking in persons, and drug trafficking.”.

The brigade receives funding and military equipment from the LNA, some of which appears to have originated from the United Arab Emirates and Jordan, the report said. Some TBZ fighters have received
military training in Jordan, it added.

According to its registration documents, the TBZ vessel belongs to a company named 2020 Volume Boat Maintenance, registered in the UAE.

The company did not respond to requests for comment.

Wagner connections The EU and recognised Libyan authorities have worked together on migration for years.

In June 2018, the European Commission financed the creation of a Libyan search and rescue (SAR) zone, providing authorities in the UN-recognised government based in Tripoli with surveillance assets and a
trained coastguard.

But two years later, UN experts found that refugees being returned to western Libya faced unlawful detention, “sexual slavery”, and other abuses.

In March, the UN called on the EU to suspend all support to Libyan “actors” involved in “crimes against humanity” against migrants and refugees.

Rather than complying, European authorities appear to be allowing collaboration to develop with the eastern Libyan government, which they do not formally recognise, and the affiliated TBZ brigade.

European institutions seem to be aware of the ongoing pullbacks, TBZ’s track record, and its connections to Wagner, according to documents seen by Al Jazeera and its partners.

A report from the European External Action Service (EEAS) stated the TBZ was known to be “supported” by Sudanese mercenaries and the Wagner Group, the Russian state-funded private military.

Wagner, a proscribed terrorist group under EU legislation, was blacklisted by the bloc in 2021.

European Commission spokesperson Peter Stano said the EU does not regard the TBZ as an “appropriate” partner, but added that unlike Wagner, the eastern Libyan group has not been designated as a
“terrorist” organisation.

The Russian group shares military bases with the TBZ in Libya, but does not play a role in the “migration business” yet, according to Wolfram Lacher, Libya expert and political scientist at the German Institute
for International and Security Affairs.

“Saddam Haftar is the most important player in eastern Libya today, more important than Khalifa [Haftar],” he said. “The TBZ is the most important unit and Wagner is the most important partner.”

Internal documents also reveal European attempts to normalise collaboration with the armed group.

An incident report compiled by Frontex refers to the TBZ vessel as “Libyan coastguard” and confirms that the agency is aware that GPS coordinates of refugee boats in distress end up with the militia.

Bassam al-Kantar, Libya researcher for Amnesty International, said the TBZ should not be considered part of the coastguard because it has “terrorised” people since its emergence in 2016.

Amnesty is among the groups that have called on the EU to stop cooperating with Libya on migration and border control.

“The international community, including the EU, needs to change its approach to Libya and prioritise human rights over short-sighted political interests. Without concrete measures to rein in Tareq Bin Zeyad
and hold it accountable, countless others are at the mercy of [the armed group],” al-Kantar said.

For its part, Frontex told Al Jazeera and its partners that it is “committed to working closely with rescue coordination centres and other relevant authorities to save lives at sea”.

It claimed that decisions on how to proceed with a rescue operation, including the choice of vessels to be deployed, “are made solely by these coordination centres”.

But referencing the July 26 incident, legal expert Markard said Frontex should have made sure its mayday did not lead to a dangerous pullback.

"Frontex officials know that people in Libya are at risk of torture and other inhumane treatment," she said. "The agency should therefore have ensured that someone else took over the rescue after the distress
call - for example, one of the merchant ships, which would have been on site much faster anyway."

German NGO Sea-Watch, which operates rescue missions, said its vessels are never informed by Frontex of refugee boat locations, and very rarely by coastal states. As a result, the TBZ and Libyan coastguard
assets are often the first to intervene, despite being several hours away.

Sea-Watch filed a lawsuit against Frontex last year in an effort to obtain documents it says prove that the agency is involved in human rights violations.

“Frontex systematically uses secrecy to evade accountability,” said Sea-Watch spokesperson Felix Weiss.

‘I have a position for you’

The normalisation of the eastern Libyan militia is most apparent in Italy and Malta, two countries which have expressed a deep desire to repel refugees.

Refugee arrivals to Italy from eastern Libya in the first half of 2023 surpassed those from western Libya, rising almost sixfold compared with the same period last year.

As the TBZ began intercepting boats this year, Italian and Maltese officials travelled to Benghazi to meet Haftar.

“You can’t deal with Libya, as a whole, without talking to him,” a high-ranking Maltese official who requested anonymity said of Haftar.

In an audio clip recorded on August 2 at 05:45 GMT, a pilot can be heard directly contacting the TBZ.

“I have a position for you,” the male voice said, before relaying a series of numbers to the brigade.

A few hours later, the TBZ was seen pulling refugees back from Maltese waters.

It was not possible to establish if the aircraft belonged to Malta’s air force, but analysis strongly suggests the coordinates were shared by a Maltese officer.

Two linguists who examined the recording found it to be compatible with a Maltese accent.

Maltese authorities did not deny or admit to collaborating with the TBZ on the August incident or other interceptions in Maltese waters.

The Armed Forces of Malta said it was “common practice” for “all mariners” to share information with vessels in a certain area to assist a boat in distress. “One might call it pushback by proxy, with TBZ acting
on behalf of Malta,” Markard said. "This is a very clear violation of the law of the sea.”

[back to contents]
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Central African Republic: UN expert calls for action to prevent trafficking and ensure accountability, especially for women and children (ONHRC) November 30, 2023

BANGUI (30 November 2023) – A UN human rights expert today called on the Central African Republic (CAR) to step up efforts to prevent trafficking
in persons, for purposes of sexual exploitation, child and forced marriage, recruitment and use by armed groups and armed forces, and forced labour.

“I welcome the political will of the President and the Government to combat trafficking in persons but stress that authorities must strengthen prevention measures and improve protection and support for
victims, including victims of conflict related trafficking,” said UN Special Rapporteur on trafficking in persons Siobhán Mullally, in a statement ending a seven-day visit to the country.

Mullally called for continuing action to prevent trafficking for all purposes of exploitation, including conflict related trafficking, ensure assistance and protection and accountability. She welcomed constructive
engagement with the Government during her visit. The UN expert also met with feminist activists, women leaders and community leaders and lawyers.

“The continuing impact of conflict, climate change and displacement, combined with food insecurity and limited access to education, greatly increases risks of human trafficking, particularly of women and
children,” Mullally said. To prevent child trafficking, the CAR must prioritise expanding access to education and strengthen child protection systems, the expert said.

“Effective prevention of trafficking requires action to combat poverty and empowerment of women and girls, particularly through education, access to livelihoods and decent work, and social protection,” she
said.

The Central African Republic remains one of the poorest countries in the world, despite significant natural resources.

Mullally commended important steps taken to strengthen accountability for trafficking in persons, including the adoption of a comprehensive law and action plan and prioritisation of action to combat child
trafficking.

However, the expert observed that gender inequality and high risks of trafficking for purposes of child and forced marriage, sexual slavery and domestic servitude were particularly affecting women and girls.
“Prevention of trafficking must be central to the Women Peace and Security agenda, and to Youth Peace and Security measures,” she said.

Mullally said the recruitment of children by armed groups and abductions for child and forced marriage, and sexual slavery, remain a serious concern.

The Special Rapporteur travelled to Bria, the site of the country’s largest internally displaced camp, and spoke with people that have fled successive waves of violence.

She commended the Government and host communities for welcoming refugees and internally displaced persons, and called on the international community to provide support to prevent risks of trafficking.

She called for the presence and role of state authorities outside of the capital Bangui to be strengthened, effective implementation of laws to combat trafficking and access to justice for victims and to combat
impunity.

“Victims and those at risk of trafficking urgently need attention, including safe accommodation and assistance,” Mullally said. “Strengthening the rule of law, justice and security sector reform, through
measures such as mobile courts, expanded legal aid and increasing participation of women at all levels in the justice and security sectors, is critical.”

The Special Rapporteur will present a report on the visit to the Human Rights Council in June 2024.

[back to contents]
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RSF accused of targeting atrocity witnesses in Darfur (Middle East Eye) By Mohammed Amin
November 30, 2023

Sudan’s Rapid Support Forces and its allied militias have been accused of a series of killings targeting witnesses of its crimes in the Darfur region.

Human rights activists, lawyers, local leaders and the families of victims of a series of attacks on a camp for internally displaced people are among those allegedly murdered by the paramilitary, which has been
at war with the Sudanese army since 15 April.

According to human rights monitors and witnesses who spoke to Middle East Eye, the murders took place before, after and during the RSF-perpetuated massacre at the army’s Ardamata military camp, which
sits on the northeastern outskirts of West Darfur state’s capital, el-Geneina.

Around 1,300 people, mostly civilians belonging to the black African Masalit tribe, were slaughtered by the RSF and its allied Arab militias over three days at the beginning of November, local activists and
human rights defenders told MEE.

The massacre was part of a wave of attacks that has seen the RSF take control of almost the whole of Darfur, the vast western region that serves as the paramilitary’s heartland and power base.

Witnesses and human rights monitors believe that the practice of targeting witnesses to atrocities has been used as a tactic by militias in Sudan since 2019 as a way of hiding evidence, escaping accountability,
and cementing control.

More specifically, witnesses told MEE that they believe the RSF has exploited the recent violence in el-Geneina, which the paramilitary took full control of in early November, to hide evidence of atrocities
committed in 2019 and 2021 at the nearby Krinding IDP camps.

The Rapid Support Forces had not responded to MEE’s request for comment at the time of publication.

Targeted killing

In 2019 and again in 2021, Arab militias – some wearing RSF uniforms – stormed Krinding, which is populated mostly by Masalit people.

The attacks left hundreds of people dead. Lawyers and human rights activists told MEE that activists and lawyers investigating the atrocities had been targeted, with four of them killed in the last month and
others pursued on earlier occasions.

“Every single one of the 16 lawyers and human rights defenders investigating the cases at Krinding has been targeted by the RSF and its allied militias,” Ahmed Hajar, a lawyer and activist, told MEE. “Four of
them have been killed in recent attacks.”

'Every single one of the 16 lawyers and human rights defenders investigating the cases at Krinding has been targeted by the RSF and its allied militias'

- Ahmed Hajar, lawyer

Hajar said he had been attacked himself by an “unknown militia in front of my office” after the war in Sudan began in April this year. “I know that this was intentional because of my role in the investigation and
the trial of the 2019 massacre,” he said.

Two other lawyers confirmed that revenge attacks and killings had taken place against anyone who had evidence of what happened during the massacres at the camp.

“Around 40 lawyers have been attacked in and around el-Geneina and have fled to Adre in Chad, being tracked until they crossed the border,” one of the lawyers, who cannot be named for security reasons, told
MEE from the town on the Chad-Sudan border.

“The offices of some lawyers in el-Geneina have been burnt down, while their houses, cars and other properties have been looted.

"The lawyers who were part of the committee in the Krinding incident have been intentionally targeted,” he said.

Other human rights defenders, who asked for anonymity, also stressed that they and their colleagues had been targeted. Mohammed Ahmed Kodi, an activist, burned to death inside his office, they said, while
another lawyer, Khamis Algalla, was abducted from his home. Alsadig Mohammed Ahmed, also a lawyer, was killed. “The lawyers and witnesses of the Krindiag attacks are in a very dangerous situation
currently, even inside the refugee camp in Adre in Chad, because a number of those accused in the Krinding cases have escaped from prison with the help of the RSF following the invasion of West Darfur state,”
one of the activists said.

In a letter submitted to the British parliament in early 2023 and seen by MEE, Human Rights Watch, which has also this week documented the targeted killing of local leaders and other civilians in Ardamata,
said that reprisals had “chilled the appetite” of the local community in West Darfur for seeking justice.

Inflicting silence

Adam Rigal, a spokesperson for displaced people and refugees in Darfur, said that the tracking and assassination of witnesses by militias responsible for crimes in the region has become systematic.

“There are wide and systematic intentional killings by the militias including of witnesses, local leaders in the IDPs camps and human rights defenders. We have seen this not just in West Darfur but also in Nyala
and other parts of North and South Darfur,” Rigal told MEE.

“One of the clear and recent cases of the targeting of witnesses is the tracking and killing of those who witnessed the massacre that took place in Masteri village in West Darfur state, who were selectively killed
in the November attacks,” Rigal said.

'The humanitarian situation in some areas is even worse than 2003 and 2004'

- Adam Rigal, IDP spokesman

At least 60 people, most of them Masalit, were killed when Masteri, a village near el-Geneina, was attacked by Arab militias in the summer of 2020. “The breaking open of prisons by militias recently has
become one of their repeated violent tactics, aimed at avoiding accountability for past and recent crimes,” Rigal said. “The criminals are even targeting the IDPs in general because those there – who currently
number more than five million – are potential witnesses for international courts in future investigations.”

In his interview with MEE, Rigal went further, accusing the RSF of repeating the genocide and war crimes committed in Darfur in 2003 and 2004. He said that the situation had gone from bad to disastrous and
warned of a total collapse and imminent famine in the region.

“The humanitarian situation in some areas is even worse than 2003 and 2004 as there is no access for aid to come in, international organisations have been forced to stop providing assistance and the health
system has totally collapsed,” Rigal said.

“Children are dying because of hunger and disease. The authorities are not present, leaving millions of people in IDP camps at the mercy of the militias.”

According to Unicef, "at least five million" children are now "at the brink" in Darfur, where they are "living in hell".

Untold atrocities

As the world’s eyes have turned to the ongoing Israel-Palestine war and the bombing of Gaza, atrocities have continued in Sudan more or less unchecked, with the RSF now in all but total control of Darfur.

Human Rights Watch has reported hundreds of violations by the RSF and allied militias in early November in Ardamata and el-Geneina, including killing, rape, looting, burning and ethnic cleansing aimed at
the Masalit and other black African communities.

“Satellite imagery captured on 6 November shows what could be fresh graves on the northeastern side of Ardamata cemetery,” HRW said in a 26 November report.

“Satellite imagery taken the first week of November shows the impact of the shelling on civilian and military infrastructure as well as looting and arson in and around the Ardamata displaced people’s camp.
Satellite imagery also shows possible new graves and bodies in the street,” it said.

The human rights group called on the UN Security Council to “act to protect civilians” and punish “abusive RSF commanders”. Sudan’s army-led government recently asked the UN to terminate its mission to
the country.

In July, the ICC prosecutor, Karim Khan, told the Security Council that current crimes committed in Darfur are encompassed in his office’s ongoing investigation into the situation in Darfur, which opened in
2005.

The UN Human Rights Council established the Independent International Fact-Finding Mechanism on Sudan during its session that ended in October, though it has yet to be staffed.

For the moment, as the war rages on - with over six million people now displaced - and the RSF secures its grip on Darfur, the prospect of justice seems a long way away.

US declares warring parties in Sudan committed war crimes (Reuters) By Daphne Psaledakis, Humeyra Pamuk and Nafisa Eltahir
December 6, 2023

The United States on Wednesday formally determined that warring parties in Sudan committed war crimes, Secretary of State Antony Blinken said, as
Washington increases pressure on the army and paramilitary Rapid Support Forces (RSF) to end fighting that has caused a humanitarian crisis.

Washington also determined that the RSF and allied militias committed crimes against humanity and ethnic cleansing, Blinken said in a statement.

The fighting, which broke out in mid-April, has displaced more than 6.5 million inside and outside Sudan, killed more than 10,000 and decimated the economy.

"The expansion of the needless conflict between RSF and the SAF has caused grievous human suffering," Blinken said, referring to the Sudanese Armed Forces (SAF).

He called on the parties to "stop this conflict now, comply with their obligations under international humanitarian and human rights law, and hold accountable those responsible for atrocities."

The RSF has been accused of leading an ethnic massacre in West Darfur, and in the capital Khartoum residents have accused the paramilitary force of looting, rape and imprisoning civilians.

"Masalit civilians have been hunted down and left for dead in the streets, their homes set on fire, and told that there is no place in Sudan for them," Blinken said. The Masalit are a non-Arab tribe.

Meanwhile, the army has carried out an intense campaign of air and artillery strikes on residential neighborhoods, where the RSF has occupied, which experts say could be violations of international law.

"Detainees have been abused and some killed at SAF and RSF detention sites," Blinken added.

The official determination follows a detailed legal process and analysis led by the U.S. State Department but does not automatically come with punitive actions and therefore has no immediate consequences for
the parties.

The decision comes after Saudi and U.S.-brokered talks aimed at halting fighting between Sudan's warring parties faltered again, and the country's army and the RSF have pressed on with military campaigns.

Reuters has chronicled the ethnically targeted violence committed this year by the RSF and its allied Arab militias in West Darfur, in particular in the city of El Geneina.

A September special report revealed how the RSF and its allies carried out a weeks-long killing campaign against the Masalit tribe, including the shooting of children, the burning of people in their homes, and
the rape of women and girls.

In early November, the RSF and Arab militias carried out another round of ethnic killings in El Geneina, in which survivors told Reuters that Masalit men were rounded up and shot, while some were hacked to
death with axes and machetes.

US PRESSURE ON WARRING PARTIES

The United States has imposed several rounds of sanctions after war between the army and the RSF broke out in April over plans for a political transition and the integration of the RSF into the army, four years
after long-time ruler Omar al-Bashir was overthrown in a popular uprising.

Among those targeted have been the deputy leader of the RSF, former Sudanese officials and companies Washington has accused of fueling the conflict.

But Washington has so far not targeted the army and RSF directly with sanctions, despite calls from human rights activists for it to designate the parties and determine genocide has been committed in Darfur.

But Blinken warned that Wednesday's determination does not rule out the possibility of other determinations in future as more information becomes available.

"The United States is committed to building on this determination and using available tools to end this conflict and cease committing the atrocities and other abuses that are depriving the Sudanese people of
freedom, peace, and justice," Blinken said.
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Kwoyelo’s Trial: Court sets date for ruling in ongoing case (The Independent) December 11, 2023

The International Crimes Division of the High Court (ICD) has fixed a date for passing a ruling on a no-case to answer submission made by former
Lord’s Resistance Army (LRA) Commander Thomas Kwoyelo alias Latoni’s defence lawyers.

In a notice issued by the ICD Deputy Registrar Juliet Hatanga to the state prosecutors, defence lawyers and victims’ counsel, the ruling will be held on December 18 at Gulu High Court Circuit in Gulu City.

The ruling will be delivered by the four-member panel of justices led by Michael Elubu, Duncan Gaswaga, Stephen Mubiru and alternate Judge Dr. Andrew Bashaija and comes nearly seven months after the
state closed its case.

In April this year, the state concluded its case after presenting a total of 53 prosecution witnesses to pin the former LRA commander for the 93 counts of charges of war crimes and crimes against humanity he is
facing.

Kwoyelo’s defence lawyers, shortly after the state closed down its case submitted a no case to answer and asked the court for more time to study all the evidence tendered by the prosecution.

A no-case-to-answer submission is made when the defence considers that the prosecution case does not support a finding of guilt and that the court should dismiss the charge without the defence having to
present a case.

Kwoyelo’s lead defence lawyer Charles Dalton Opwonya, told Uganda Radio Network in an interview over the weekend that the ruling will determine whether their client should offer defence evidence in the
trial or be set free.

Opwonya says if the court finds the accused has no case to answer, he will be set free to go home adding that as defence lawyers, they will apply for bail once he is found to have a case to answer.

He however notes that their client at the moment doesn’t have enough defence evidence to tender in court because he has been facilitated by the government to gather evidence since he has been in custody.

Opwonya says they are hopeful that after a long time, their client will be set free from custody since the prosecution didn’t give substantial evidence against Kwoyelo.

Jane Amooti, the victim’s defence lawyer notes that they have so far received over 190 applications from victims of Kwoyelo’s alleged crimes in Amuru district who have expressed willingness to participate in
the trial.

Amooti says they expect that the court will put Kwoyelo on defence since some of the evidence availed by the prosecution in the court at least pins him on some of the 93 counts of charges he is facing.

She highlighted sexual violence as one of the charges which has sufficient evidence against Kwoyelo.

Kwoyelo whose trial commenced in September 2018 has been in custody at Luzira Maximum Prison since 2009 after being captured by the Ugandan Army in the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC) in March
same year.

He is the first among the top LRA commanders to face a domestic court on crimes related to sexual violence, murder, kidnap, robbery and pillaging allegedly committed between 1993 and 2005 in Pabbo and
Lamogi sub-counties in the present-day Amuru district.

[back to contents]

WEST AFRICA

Côte d'Ivoire (Ivory Coast)

Official Website of the International Criminal Court
ICC Public Documents - Situation in the Republic of Côte d'Ivoire

[back to contents]

Lake Chad Region — Chad, Nigeria, Niger, and Cameroon

Nigeria's president orders investigation after drone strike kills 85 (Reuters) By Felix Onuah and Garba Muhammad
December 5, 2023

Nigeria's President Bola Tinubu on Tuesday ordered a thorough investigation into a weekend military drone attack that killed at least 85 people,
including women and children, in northern Kaduna.

Nigerian army chief Lieutenant General Taoreed Lagbaja visited Tundun Biri village and apologised for the air strike. At a Kaduna hospital where the injured were receiving treatment, he promised to take care
of their bills.

The incident highlights a pattern of deadly aerial assaults by the Nigerian military, and is the latest in a series of attacks that have killed civilians, which was the subject of a special Reuters report in June.

Kaduna is 163 km (101 miles) from the capital Abuja and among northwestern and north central states grappling with kidnappings and killings by armed gangs, which security forces have been targeting using
aerial strikes.

The National Emergency Management Agency put the official death toll at 85 with 66 injured. Witnesses said more had died.

Tinubu, who is attending the Cop28 Climate Summit in Dubai, called Sunday night's incident a "bombing mishap," which was "very unfortunate, disturbing, and painful," his spokesman Ajuri Ngelale said in a
statement.

"The President directs a thorough and full-fledged investigation into the incident and calls for calm while the authorities look diligently into the mishap," said Ngelale.

'Wrongly Analysed'

Army spokesman Brigadier General Onyema Nwachukwu said that troops carrying out aerial patrols observed a group of people and "wrongly analysed and misinterpreted their pattern of activities to be similar
to that of the bandits" before the drone strike.

Lagbaja has ordered an investigation and the outcome would guide the army to deal with any identified lapses in human and artificial intelligence, said Nwachukwu.

Witnesses spoke of grief and shock after an annual Maulud Muslim celebration turned deadly. Villagers first heard a loud blast after 9:00 pm (2000 GMT), forcing them to scatter to safety.

When the villagers realised it was a bomb explosion, they started helping the injured and moving the dead. Then, another blast was heard some 30 minutes later, killing more people, the witnesses said.

Musa Shehu said he had lost two wives while his youngest daughter was injured and in hospital.

"Body parts, mostly children, were littered on building roofs and tree branches. We packed them in empty grain bags and deposited them alongside bodies of the dead that were not seriously mutilated," Shehu
said by phone.

Shehu Bala, another survivor, said the villagers, who came from four villages, were seeking for answers.

"We counted 97 bodies, many of them are women and children. Some infants who survived were taken away from their dead nursing mothers. It's a terrible experience," Bala said.

Cameroon Separatists 'Torture' Children, Kidnap Staff At School: Local Officials (Barron’s) December 13, 2023

Anglophone separatists in Cameroon stripped and "tortured" children at a high school and kidnapped two members of staff, the local prefecture said.

Eight pupils were briefly taken hostage and the two staff members are still missing after separatists attacked the secondary school on Tuesday in western Cameroon, the scene of a bloody conflict between
English-speaking independence fighters and the army.

"Armed terrorists attacked the high school", then stripped and "tortured" some pupils, before setting fire to two classrooms and the headmaster's office in the village of Esu in the department of Menchum in the
North-West administrative region, the local officials said in a statement.

Cameroon authorities describe as "terrorists" the armed pro-independence groups in the North-West and South-West regions, populated mainly by the English-speaking minority of the vast, mainly French-
speaking central African country.

"They kidnapped the headmaster, the general supervisor and eight male students," added the prefecture statement sent to AFP on Wednesday.

All the seized students were freed following the intervention of the army on Tuesday.

However, the administration said nothing about the fate of the two members of staff.

A deadly conflict between security forces and pro-independence groups has been ongoing since 2016, with each side regularly accused of crimes against civilians by international NGOs and the UN.

The separatists regularly attack schools, which they accuse of teaching in French, and kill or kidnap civil servants, including teachers and elected representatives, whom they accuse of "collaborating" with the
central government in Yaounde.

Their hostages are usually released after a ransom is paid.

But the conflict has claimed more than 6,000 lives and forced more than a million people to move, according to the International Crisis Group.
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Dozens killed in double attack on Mali army camp and village (Reuters) December 13, 2023

Around two dozen soldiers and at least five civilians were killed when militants attacked a military camp and a village in central Mali on Tuesday, a
local official said.

The attack took place in a rural commune of Mali's south-central Segou Region on Tuesday afternoon. Armed assailants stormed the village of Farabougou and a nearby military camp, shooting everywhere, the
official said via telephone.

Militants seized and destroyed the camp, killing around 30 soldiers, said the official, who did not wish to be named.

"There were many civilian and military victims," he said, adding that the bodies of five villagers had been found and many more were injured. The aftermath is still being assessed, he said.

Two other local officials confirmed the attack but did not provide a death toll.

One survivor told a local radio station that the assailants kidnapped some male residents and killed the rest.

"They took the camp, killed all the soldiers and burnt it down," she said.

Mali is one of several West African countries fighting a jihadist insurgency that took root in its arid north after militants hijacked a Tuareg rebellion in 2012.

The violence has spread across the Sahel region south of the Sahara, where groups linked to al Qaeda and Islamic State have seized swathes of territory, killed thousands and displaced millions of people.
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Uganda withdraws soldiers from strife-torn DR Congo (Anadolu Ajansi) By Hamza Kyeyune 
December 8, 2023

A contingent of the Uganda People's Defense Force (UPDF) in the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC), part of the East African Community Regional
Force (EACRF), has started withdrawing from the country, the army has confirmed.

According to Capt. Kato Ahmad Hassan, a Ugandan army spokesman, the troops have finally received orders to pull out of the violence-plagued eastern DRC.

“The UPDF will conduct withdrawal operation of its forces and equipment in a phased manner, gradual, orderly and sequentially commencing on Dec. 8 2023 to Jan., 7, 2024 so as to curtail any disruption that
can lead to any security space,” Hassan said.

The withdrawal comes after authorities in DR Congo refused to renew the regional force's mandate beyond Dec. 8.

The multinational EACRF was first deployed in November 2022 at the invitation of the DRC authorities to free areas taken by M23 (the Movement of 23 March) rebels, who re-emerged in North Kivu province
in late 2021.

Numerous armed groups and other militias have been active for decades in the east of the DRC.

Besides the EAC force, UN peacekeeping mission MONUSCO has also been present in the country since 1999.

Court to rule on whether Kwoyelo has case to answer (Daily Monitor) By Anthony Wesaka and Tobbias Jolly Owiny 
December 11, 2023

Kwoyelo was one of the commanders of Joseph Kony’s LRA. He was captured by the Uganda People’s Defence Forces in DR Congo and currently in
detention.

The International Crimes Division of the High Court is expected to rule and confirm whether the remanded former commander of the Lords’ Resistance Army (LRA), Thomas Kwoyelo, has a case to answer.

“Take notice that the above-mentioned case has been fixed for ruling before honourable court on the December 18 at 9am sitting at the International Crimes Division of the High Court in Gulu before a panel of
justices,”reads in part the ruling notice issued by deputy registrar of the court, Ms Harriet Hatanga, last Friday.

If the panel of four justices led by Michael Elubu finds that the evidence adduced by 53 prosecution witnesses is not enough to have put on full trial, then Kwoyelo, who has been in detention almost 14 years,
will walk to freedom.

On the contrary, if the justices find that the evidence adduced by the Director of Public Prosecutions (DPP) is sufficient, then Kwoyelo will be put on full trial before the final verdict can be determined.

The other justices on the panel are Duncan Gaswaga, Stephen Mubiru and alternative judge Andrew Bashaija.

The court ruling comes eight months after the prosecution closed the presentation of 53 witnesses in trying to make a case against Kwoyelo.

In the build-up to the conclusion of this long pre-trial, the court has already received more than 80 victims’ applications filed in Amuru District between October and December this year.

The ruling notice of the court has since been sent to the prosecution counsel led by William Byansi, Charles Richard Kamuli, Florence Akello and Lillian Omara.

Kwoyelo’s defense lawyers Charles Dalton Opwonya, Caleb Alaka, Evans Ochieng and Borris Geoffrey Anyuru have also been sent the same ruling notice.

Charges He is facing 93 counts of charges of war crimes and crimes against humanity related to sexual violence, murder, kidnap, robbery, pillaging and also enslavement to torture in connection with the two-
decade insurgency in Northern Uganda that was led by Joseph Kony.

He was one of the commanders of the LRA. He was captured by the Uganda People’s Defence Forces (UPDF) soldiers in Garamba National Park in the Democratic Republic of Congo in March 2009.

Subsequently, he was brought back to Uganda and detained at Luzira Upper Prison.

While at Luzira on January 12, 2010, Kwoyelo made a declaration before the officer in charge of the prison, renouncing rebellion and seeking amnesty.

In 2022, the Constitutional Court ruled in Kwoyelo’s favour since he had renounced rebellion before ordering his release.

However, he was re-arrested with the Supreme Court overturning the Constitutional Court’s decision before ordering for his trial before the High Court.
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Remains of 15 Genocide Victims Found in Nyabugogo (KT Press) By Jean De La Croix Tabaro 
December 8, 2023

Remains of at least 15 Genocide victims of the 1994 Genocide against Tutsi were found in Nyabugogo, opposite kwa Mutangana market in Kigali.

They were found during on December 5 the repair of a water pipe by the workers from Water and Sanitation Authority (WASAC) in the area adject to the main road Muhima-Nyabugogo.

When they found signs that the pipe was probably going through a mass grave, they alerted local leaders who were joined by the nearby community to start the search.

At a sudden, remains of two victims were found which triggered more search on December 6 which resulted in more findings.

In the process, the Muhima sector officials in collaboration with Rwanda Investigation Bureau(RIB) pushed further to get more information on these victims.

They were directed one Andre Mugabarigira, a genocide convict who served and finished his jail sentence.

Mugabarigira said that among the victims of the Genocide who were killed around that place and whose remains could be in that mass grave is a young boy who could a nephew of current Minister of Rwanda’s
foreign Affairs and international cooperation, Vincent Biruta.

Witnesses told Kigali Today, that Mugabarigira alias Kiyovu was given an order to shoot dead the child who was studying at Primary Five for whom he was a godfather.

“He was given an a gun and told to shoot the child dead or else be killed himself,” said a witness.

The family confirmed the child who died in those circumstance to be Hagenimana Yves who was famously known as Macari.

Mugabarigira confessed having killed the child at a hundred meters near the place the remains were found. There was a roadblock where the Tutsiwere arrested and killed during the Genocide, he said adding
however, that he cannot be certain whether indeed, the child in question was thrown in that particular mass grave.

Local leaders and genocide survivors association decided to halt the search until they finish to gather testimonies/information around the killing in that place.

On top of remains of the victims, the search showed a travel document-passport that allegedly belonged to a genocide victim.

They also found clothes that have started to decompose, four bullets and a rope.

Rwanda Official Died Without Facing Justice: Genocide Victims (Barron’s) December 10, 2023

A Rwandan genocide survivors' group on Sunday voiced anger that Laurent Bucyibaruta, a former official convicted of complicity in the 1994
massacres, died this week "without facing the full force of justice."

Bucyibaruta, who died on Wednesday aged 79, was the highest-ranking Rwandan to have faced trial in France over the 1994 massacres in which an estimated 800,000 Tutsis and moderate Hutus died in 100
days of mass killings.

Bucyibaruta was found guilty in July 2022 of complicity in genocide and crimes against humanity over four massacres in the southern province of Gikongoro. He was handed a 20-year sentence.

The massacres, committed at a school in Murambi and the parishes of Cyanika and Kaduha, left some 75,000 people dead on April 21, 1994.

The court however acquitted him as the perpetrator of the killings.

Bucyibaruta -- one of only a handful of Rwandans to go on trial in France over the genocide -- had appealed the conviction against him and was released from prison pending a new trial.

"Despite his grave crimes, he lived a good life... without facing the full force of justice," Philibert Gakwenzire, chairman of the genocide survivors' group IBUKA, told AFP.

"We urge governments and courts to consider the rights and emotional wellbeing of genocide survivors in these cases."
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Throughout the original trial, Bucyibaruta contested the accusations against him and downplayed his importance in the chain of command as well as the resources available to him to prevent the killings.

He repeatedly said he had been "overwhelmed by the events".

Bucyibaruta became prefect of the Gikongoro province, which was among the worst-affected regions by the genocide, in 1992.

He fled Rwanda at the end of the genocide, on July 23, 1994, and had lived in France since 1997.

France has been one of the top destinations for fugitives fleeing justice over the Rwandan slaughter.

A former Rwandan doctor, Sosthene Munyemana, 68, has been on trial since November 14 over his involvement in the 1994 massacres -- the sixth such proceeding to be held in France.

“What Judicial Truth Without Material Evidence?” (JusticeInfo.net) By Gaelle Ponselet 
December 11, 2023

At 2pm on a Friday, the Brussels courthouse emptied, but a trial was still in full swing in a first floor room. Inside were journalists, pupils and their
teacher, a prosecutor, lawyers, Rwandans living in Belgium and even a former Belgian ambassador to Rwanda. They were all curious to hear the
defence arguments of a man presented as leader of one of the best armed and trained Interahamwe militias in Rwanda in April 1994 -- a militia
responsible for causing a massacre in the Gikondo sector of Kigali.

Lawyer Vincent Lurquin stood before a jury that was a bit weary after two months of trial, and tried to put them at ease. He knows Rwanda well. He went there in August 1994, then spent nearly 15 years
defending both accused and victims of the genocide before the International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda (ICTR) and Belgian courts. The Brussels criminal lawyer fired his first arrow: why did authorities wait
16 years before starting proceedings against Séraphin Twahirwa?

A CASE "PREPARED" IN RWANDA? In 2007, Twahirwa arrived in Belgium and applied for asylum. The Commissariat Général aux Réfugiés et aux Apatrides (Belgian refugee authority) looked into the case
and found there was reason to believe that this man might be suspected of crimes against humanity in Rwanda in 1994. "The international arrest warrant issued by the Rwandan authorities didn't arrive until
2014," said Lurquin. "Then nothing happened for months, and Belgium waited until June 2015 to open an investigation. Why did it take so long to bring Séraphin Twahirwa to trial? It bothers me. I've never
seen anything like this in a criminal case! It's completely exceptional and unusual. My theory is our authorities didn't entirely agree with what was going on, otherwise we would have acted as early as 2007," he
continued, arguing that the case had been "prepared" for a long time in Rwanda and that Belgium was not initially very inclined to investigate in these circumstances.

"You must bear in mind that politics in Rwanda have evolved since 1994," he warned the jurors. "We are dealing with an authoritarian regime, with a president who has been in power for 23 years. I would like
to draw your attention to the possibility of justice being manipulated.”

TESTIMONIES AND NO WRITTEN DOCUMENTS And what about the investigation that began in 2015 with the examining magistrate and Belgian police officers going to Rwanda? Lurquin fired a second
arrow. "Who among the witnesses have you heard here? Victims who have brought a civil action against my client, and people who are in prison in Rwanda for having taken part in the genocide," said the
lawyer. In his view, the investigating judge only heard witnesses who had already been questioned by the Rwandan police and judicial authorities. "These witnesses were given to us by the Rwandan authorities,
and you know that there is what is called a confession procedure over there, which gives the right to reduced sentences." This situation amounts quite simply to a "lynching", he told the court.

"Why are there no confrontations between the witnesses, given that some of them contradict each other about crimes for which they hold Séraphin Twahirwa responsible?” Lurquin asked. "Why are the lawyers
not allowed into Rwanda to do their own research? Why isn't the prosecutor producing the gacaca [Rwandan traditional courts] judgments of these detainees who are testifying in our case? We have nothing!
How do you expect to be able to challenge certain elements? How are you, as jurors, going to decide who is right between two witnesses who say different things about the same fact of which they accuse my
client? Without material evidence, it is virtually impossible to establish a judicial truth. And that's the problem with this case."

Taking the floor after him, his daughter and co-counsellor Juliette Lurquin painted a portrait of her client in a few key dates. His father's departure from the family home, the death of his grandfather who had
become a father figure, his car accident that led to amputation of part of his left leg: these were all things that have shaped Twahirwa's personality, she said. The young criminal lawyer then moved on to the
rapes of which her client is accused. She pointed out that Twahirwa was not always accurately identified by the women who have been sexually assaulted. "The difficulty with these testimonies is that they are
not tangible proof. You have to be careful. You have to be certain of his guilt," she advised jurors.

THE BASABOSÉ ENIGMA Most of the trial testimony focused on Twahirwa. So the second defendant Pierre Basabosé, accused of having financed and armed the militia allegedly led by Twahirwa, has been
almost forgotten. This is all the more so as he suffers from senile dementia and did not attend.

His lawyer, Jean Flamme, pointed out that several people stated they knew Basabosé only as a wealthy merchant from Kigali, and that some of them were "unreliable". "One witness said: 'I considered him to be
a financier for the Interahamwe'. Yes, but why did he consider him as such? How can he say that? He didn't say it," argued the lawyer, who believes that this type of account does not prove his client's guilt. "The
case against Pierre Basabosé is thin, very thin", he said.

Beyond the substance, one question is still up in the air: how can you judge a man who "no longer understands anything", in the words of the prosecutor, and who was not even allowed to express himself during
his trial? The presiding judge ruled that the rights of the defence had not been violated, since a lawyer had agreed to represent Basabosé, but was this enough? In his closing argument, Flamme made only a brief
reference to the septuagenarian's state of health, but recalled a similar case in which the decision was taken to suspend proceedings: on August 7, the UN Mechanism that took over from the ICTR ordered a stay
of proceedings in the case of Félicien Kabuga, who was suffering from the same illness as Basabosé.

This Monday, after the parties have replied and the defendants have had their say, the jury will begin its deliberations. The verdict is expected by the end of the week.

UK’s Sunak wins parliament vote on deporting asylum seekers to Rwanda (AL Jazeera) December 12, 2023

British Prime Minister Rishi Sunak’s emergency bill to revive his plan to send asylum seekers to Rwanda has avoided defeat in parliament, surviving a
rebellion by dozens of his own MPs that laid bare his party’s deep divisions.

Sunak, who has pinned his reputation on the strategy despite warnings at every stage that it would not work, won the first vote on the plan in the House of Commons 313 to 269 on Tuesday after last ditch
negotiations and drama in parliament.

Despite the victory, the result showed the prime minister is struggling to maintain control over his party.

Moderate Conservatives said they will not support the draft law if it means Britain will breach its human rights obligations, and right-wing politicians said it does not go far enough.

Sunak’s fractured Conservatives have lost much of their discipline and, after being in power for 13 years, are trailing the opposition Labour Party by about 20 points with an election expected next year.

“We have decided collectively that we cannot support the bill tonight because of its many omissions,” Mark Francois said, speaking on behalf of some right-wing Conservative lawmakers. They said they would
abstain rather than support Sunak.

All Conservative lawmakers had been ordered by those in charge of party management to back the bill, and the abstentions were a foretaste of likely further rebellions at the next stages of the parliamentary
process.

“Let’s pick this up again in January. We will table amendments, and we will take it from there,” Francois said, saying the grouping of about 40 right-wing lawmakers reserved the right to vote against the
legislation at a later date.

In a sign of how uncertain Sunak was about the result, Britain’s climate change minister, Graham Stuart, left the COP28 climate talks in Dubai to return to vote in parliament despite critical negotiations still
going on.

The prime minister was forced to indicate to would-be rebels during a breakfast meeting in Downing Street that they could amend the legislation later to encourage them to back down from a revolt that would
have killed the bill.
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Somalia president hails lifting of arms embargo as government vows to wipe out al-Shabab (Ahram Online) December 2, 2023

Somalia’s President Hassan Sheikh Mohamud welcomed Saturday the U.N. Security Council vote to lift an arms embargo imposed on the Horn of
Africa nation more than 30 years ago.The 15-member council unanimously voted Friday night in favor of the British-drafted resolution to lift the
weapons ban. However, France was the only member to abstain when voting on another resolution to reimpose an arms embargo on al Qaeda-linked
al-Shabaab militants, saying the resolution lacked references to the territorial disputes between Djibouti and Eritrea.

In a statement sent to the Associated Press, Information Minister Daud Aweis said the embargo lift will help modernize the country's armed forces. "Somalia has been grappling with significant security
challenges, including the presence of extremist groups such as al-Shabab. The Somali government needs access to modern arms and equipment to effectively combat these threats and maintain security within
its borders,” the statement read.

The Somali president, in a televised statement soon after the adoption of the resolution, said the embargo lift “means that we are now free to purchase any weapons needed,” adding that “friendly nations and
allies” can now “provide us with the necessary weapons without any limitations or restrictions.”

Somalia was placed under the embargo in 1992 to stop the sale of weapons to warlords who toppled former dictator Mohamed Siad Barre. The ouster led to decades of civil war and instability in the country as
the warlords fought against each other.

Last month, Mohamud pledged to wipe out the Islamist group, al-Shabaab, by Dec. 2024. The militant group has lost swaths of territory since the government backed by local militias, African Union troops and
Western powers, launched an extensive offensive against it in May.

Somalia has been plagued by years of conflict and has for decades heavily depended on the support of African Union forces, as well as Western powers such as the United States and Turkey, to maintain security
and counter the threat posed by Islamic militant groups operating within the country.
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Ethiopia

Over 50 Civilians Killed in Ethiopia Attacks: Rights Body (VOA) ] December 6, 2023

More than 50 civilians were killed in attacks in Ethiopia last month, a human rights body said Wednesday, barely two weeks after talks between the
government and a rebel group from the country's most populous region ended without agreement.

The Ethiopian Human Rights Commission — an independent, state-affiliated body — said that fighters from the Oromo Liberation Army, or OLA, killed 17 people and burned down villages in Benishangul-
Gumuz, which borders the Oromia region.

Classified as a "terrorist organization" by Addis Ababa, the OLA has been fighting the government since 2018 after splitting from the Oromo Liberation Front when it renounced armed struggle.

The human rights commission said another 30 people were killed in Oromia's Arsi zone in a string of attacks by unidentified assailants, with the victims including multiple members of the same family.

"It's now known that the attackers killed the victims by lining them up after taking them out of their home, while some others were killed inside their home," the human rights commission said in its report.

"Among the deceased are an infant baby, pregnant women and an 80-year-old elderly person. ... An unknown number of people who sustained injuries are currently receiving medical treatment," the
commission said.

"In addition, nine members of the Hamo-Tokuma diocese of Lutheran church located in ... Qellem Wollega zone, Oromia region were killed by as of yet unidentified attackers on November 25," it said.

All the attacks took place between November 23 and 29, after talks in Tanzania to put an end to five years of insurrection ended November 21, with each side blaming the other for the breakdown.

On Saturday, local authorities in Oromia accused the OLA of carrying out "horrendous and brutal" attacks against "many civilians" in the Arsi zone, without giving further details about when those assaults
occurred.

The OLA's strength, estimated at a few thousand men in 2018, has increased in recent years, although observers believe it is insufficiently organized or well-armed to pose a real threat to the government.

The Oromo ethnic group accounts for about a third of the 120 million inhabitants of Africa's second-most populous country.

The OLA has been accused by the government of orchestrating massacres, something the rebels deny. The authorities in turn are accused of waging an indiscriminate crackdown that has fueled Oromo
resentment.
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EUROPE

The Court of Bosnia and Herzegovina, War Crimes Chamber

Official Court Website [English translation]

Seven Bosnian Serbs Indicted for Involvement in Srebrenica Genocide (Balkan Insight) December 4, 2023

The Bosnian state prosecution said on Monday that it has indicted Ljubomir Vlacic, Vitomir Pepic, Milovan Ognjenovic, Goran Viskovic, Zeljko
Dupljanin, Ratko Vujovic and Vlastimir Golijanin for intentionally providing assistance to members of a joint criminal enterprise involved in the
commission of genocide against Bosniaks from Srebrenica in July 1995.

The men have been charged as wartime commanders or soldiers of the Bosnian Serb Army's Drina Corps military police, Bircan Brigade and Tenth Reconnaissance Squad.

They are accused of participating in the capture of Bosniak men and boys who were fleeing the fall of Srebrenica to the Bosnian Serb Army.

The Bosniaks were captured in the Sekovici and Vlasenica municipalities between July 15 and 23, 1995.

They have also been charged with participating in locking the captives up in the Susica prison and other facilities, then tying them up and transporting them to three locations where they were shot dead.

"The shooting and killing of 20 victims was committed in the said way at the Pola pit location (Hasimova Rupa), 39 victims [were killed] at the Bisina-Dolina Krajevi location, and six victims, including one
woman, at the Jarovlje-Piskavica location," the prosecution said in a statement.

"The victims' bodies were found, exhumed and identified after the war, so the identity of all 65 people killed at those three locations is known," it added.

Two of the indictees have already been convicted of wartime crimes.

Viskovic was convicted of crimes against humanity in Vlasenica and Milici in 1992 and 1993, and given a cumulative sentence of 20 years in prison.

Golijanin was sentenced to 15 years for genocide for involvement in the murders of Bosniaks from Srebrenica at Branjevo Farm in 1995.

The indictment has been forwarded to the state court for confirmation.

[back to contents]

International Criminal Tribunal for the Former Yugoslavia (ICTY)

Mechanism for Rwanda, Former Yugoslavia Tribunals Fully in Residual Phase, Its President Tells Security Council, Calling International Criminal Justice 'Long-Term
Investment' December 12, 2023

The court set up to carry out remaining functions of the criminal tribunals that investigated and prosecuted serious crimes committed during the
Yugoslav wars and the 1994 Rwanda genocide has finally transitioned to its truly residual phase, its President said today as she detailed plans to
restructure and streamline its internal framework, while speakers underscored that the conclusion of the latest trials in no way diminishes its
relevance.

Graciela Gatti Santana, President of the International Residual Mechanism for Criminal Tribunals, said that the International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda and the International Criminal Tribunal for the
Former Yugoslavia held to account hundreds of high-profile offenders, many of whom at the time were beyond the reach of national justice. "Securing international criminal justice is a lengthy and painstaking
journey, a long-term investment that necessitates support well beyond the delivery of a judgment," she said, noting that the international community underestimated the importance of the end-of-justice cycle
and underlining States' pivotal role in countering the ever-growing trends of genocide denial and the glorification of war criminals. She pointed to Serbia's failure to execute the arrest warrants and orders for
transfer of the accused in the Jojić and Radetacontempt case, which weakens the judicial process before the Mechanism.

Serge Brammertz, the Mechanism's Prosecutor, reported that, with the completion of its mandate, his Office is now focused on its remaining residual functions. He cited its assistance to national authorities in
Rwanda, which still seeks to bring to justice more than 1,200 fugitive genocidaires, and former Yugoslavia, with over 1,000 suspected war criminals to investigate and, where warranted, prosecute. Expressing
"immense dissatisfaction" that Félicien Kabuga will not face judgment for his role in the suffering of the Rwandan people, he said: "it is within our power to ensure other criminals do". In this regard, he recalled
that Fulgence Kayishema was arrested on 24 May and remains in detention in South Africa.

Detailing assistance provided by his Office to its national partners, he pointed to its evidence collection, which constitutes the most thorough repository of evidence concerning crimes committed in Rwanda and
the former Yugoslavia. His Office further assists across a broad range of legal, evidentiary, prosecutorial and strategic matters, and offers expert support to national prosecutors concerning fugitives from justice
in Rwanda and the countries of the former Yugoslavia. "There is no expiration date for the international community's obligation to prosecute genocide crimes," he added.

In the ensuing discussion, speakers highlighted the Mechanism's immense contribution to the rule of law and its pivotal role in ensuring accountability, noting that its crucial functions — including monitoring
the implementation of sentences, assisting national authorities and tracking down fugitives — demand strong support from the Council. The representative of Gabon, speaking in his capacity as Chair of the
Working Group for International Tribunals, described the Mechanism as "a moral bulwark against arbitrariness and mass atrocities" and praised its swiftness in carrying out judicial proceedings and ensuring
witness protection. Expressing support for its strategy to recruit skilled personnel, strengthen cooperation and prioritize existing tools for an effective transition, he underscored the importance of ongoing
efforts in arresting fugitives.

Recognizing the Mechanism's tremendous work in delivering justice for some of the gravest crimes of the past century, the representative of the United States drew attention to the arrest of Fulgence
Kayishema, who — accused of genocide and crimes against humanity — had evaded arrest for 20 years. Similarly, the Former Yugoslavia Tribunal has consistently demonstrated that even the most senior
military and political leaders can be held accountable for atrocity crimes, as reflected in the Stanišić and Simatović case.

The representative of the Russian Federation, meanwhile, warned against the creation of new reasons for extending the Mechanism's existence, noting the lack of rational explanation for such an unusually long
life of the ad hoc Tribunal. The temporarily established structure expects to continue until 2055. Also, the conditions for the Serbs are in sharp contrast to the regime created for Kosovo Albanians, she said,
urging the Mechanism to consider the option of transferring Ratko Mladic to Serbia to serve his sentence.

Rwanda's delegate, noting that his country needs the support of the Prosecutor's Office in addressing more than 1,000 genocide fugitives, said ensuring justice for the victims and survivors of the genocide
against the Tutsi is "fundamentally about securing timely justice". Stressing that "each delay in this process equates to a denial of justice", he described the ruling on Félicien Kabuga's unfitness to continue
standing trial as "deeply disheartening".

The speaker for Bosnia and Herzegovina emphasized that "around 3,000 suspected perpetrators of war crimes, crimes against humanity and genocide committed in the former Yugoslavia are yet to face
justice". On the escape of accused Novak Djukic to Serbia, he said the Serbian judicial authorities never acted on the verdict of the Court of Bosnia and Herzegovina. "This […] perpetuates narratives that go
against every civilized norm and principle of humanity, justice and the rule of law," he asserted.

Croatia's delegate highlighted the clear link between the top Serbian leadership and the atrocity crimes committed in Croatia and Bosnia and Herzegovina, established by the verdict against Jovica Stanišić and
Franko Simatović. Noting that his country is still waiting for Serbia's response to its invitation to the fourth and final round of negotiations for a bilateral agreement on processing war crimes, he said the
ongoing disrespect for the legal qualifications of the Tribunals and the Mechanism is "devastating".

The representative of Serbia, rejecting the complaints about Serbia's denial of crimes and glorification of convicts, called on the Mechanism to allow the cases of Petar Jojić and Vjerica Radeta for contempt of
court to be referred to the Serbian judicial authorities and requested to return comprehensive documentation previously submitted to the Mechanism. He also underlined his country's preparedness to enforce
prison sentences handed down by the Former Yugoslavia Tribunal and the Mechanism under its supervision.

INTERNATIONAL RESIDUAL MECHANISM FOR CRIMINAL TRIBUNALS

Briefings

GRACIELA GATTI SANTANA, President of the International Residual Mechanism for Criminal Tribunals, said that the International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda and the International Criminal Tribunal for
the Former Yugoslavia showed that, for the first time since Nuremberg, society's opprobrium for hate crimes and its desire for fairness in ascertaining responsibility in the aftermath of conflict were not mere
aspirations. These pioneering ad hoc Tribunals held to account hundreds of high-profile offenders, many of whom at the time were beyond the reach of national justice. "We continue to show that justice will be
delivered when the international community makes a collective commitment to do so," she stressed, adding that the Mechanism has finally transitioned to its truly residual phase, as it has no more active trials
and appeals related to core crimes following the indefinite stay of proceedings in the case against Félicien Kabuga in September. On 15 November, it announced the death of fugitive Aloys Ndimbati, who was
first indicted in 1995 and whose case had been referred to Rwanda. She informed that only two fugitives remain, both of whom are expected to be tried in Rwanda, while the Mechanism is focused on planning
for the future and ultimately winding down its operations.

"I presented to the Informal Working Group on International Tribunals a draft 'Framework of Operations to Complete Functions', in line with my first priority," she said. "My second priority is effective
leadership and good governance," she added, pledging to demonstrate the value of transparency and responsibility and show that a resource-constrained institution can still maintain the highest standards of
performance. She said her third priority is to ensure that the shared legacy in the context of accountability is preserved and sends a strong message of deterrence. The Mechanism is working to identify areas
where efficiencies can be increased by merging, restructuring and streamlining its internal framework and processes. She trusted that the information and proposals presented will form a useful basis for the
Council's decision-making on the future of the Mechanism's operations. The entity is responding to national requests for assistance, monitoring referred cases, managing the archives, ensuring ongoing
protections for victims and witnesses and performing other continuous judicial functions. "We have seen that securing international criminal justice is a lengthy and painstaking journey, a long-term investment
that necessitates support well beyond the delivery of a judgement," she emphasized, adding that in the rush to commence investigations and prosecutions, the international community underestimated the
importance of the end-of-justice cycle for the integrity of the entire project. She noted that several convicted persons have been returned to the United Nations Detention Unit in The Hague by States that are
unable to keep enforcing the relevant sentences, thereby burdening both the Mechanism and the host State and essentially rendering the Unit a prison. The Mechanism urgently needs additional States to
volunteer to assist with this mandated function or existing enforcement States to take on more convicted persons, she said, paying tribute to the 12 enforcement States. Turning to the seven relocated persons in
Niger, she underscored that 27 December will mark two years since they were placed under de facto house arrest. This unacceptable situation could easily have been avoided had Niger respected the agreement
it made with the United Nations to host them, she said. Referring to the ever-growing trends of genocide denial and revisionism, as well as the glorification of war criminals, she said States play a pivotal role in
countering these narratives. "I mention Serbia's ongoing failure to execute the arrest warrants and orders for transfer of the accused in the Jojić and Radeta contempt case," she said, adding that such behaviour
seeks to weaken the judicial process before the Mechanism and challenges the authority of the Council. "We call on your help," she said.

SERGE BRAMMERTZ, Prosecutor of the International Residual Mechanism for Criminal Tribunals, focusing his briefing on recent developments, reported that his Office has completed its mandate to
prosecute the final cases of the Rwanda and Former Yugoslavia Tribunals. On 31 May, the Appeals Chamber issued its judgment in the Stanišić and Simatović case. The Appeals Chamber accepted his Office's
arguments that Stanišić and Simatović are criminally liable as participants in a joint criminal enterprise to ethnically cleanse large areas of Croatia and Bosnia and Herzegovina. The crimes were committed by
senior officials at the apex of power who incited hatred and fear, who unleashed unspeakable violence to achieve their political goals. "It's not Serbs, Croats or Bosniaks who are guilty," he said, adding that the
crimes were the work of individuals.

Voicing "immense dissatisfaction" that trial proceedings in the Kabuga case have come to an end, he said the victims and survivors of Félicien Kabuga's crimes did not receive the justice they deserve. While Mr.
Kabuga will not face judgment for his role in the suffering of the Rwandan people, "it is within our power to ensure other criminals do", he asserted. Fulgence Kayishema was arrested on 24 May and remains in
detention in South Africa pending his initial transfer to Arusha. Having announced the death of Aloys Ndimbati on 14 November, his Office anticipates that it will account for its final two fugitives in the next
year.

With the completion of its trials and appeals, his Office is now firmly focused on its remaining residual functions, he noted. The most important of these is assistance to national authorities continuing the
accountability process for crimes committed in Rwanda and the former Yugoslavia. Rwandan authorities are still seeking to bring to justice over 1,200 fugitive genocidaires. Likewise, prosecutors in the former
Yugoslavia still have over 1,000 suspected war criminals to investigate and, where warranted, prosecute. Domestic authorities in third-party Member States, particularly in Europe and North America, also have
cases to process. In Rwanda, interlocutors have emphasized their focus on bringing to justice those who committed crimes during the 1994 genocide against the Tutsi. To achieve their objective, they have
requested intensified support from his Office, he said. Similarly, in the former Yugoslavia, all war crimes prosecutors from the region and his Office recently held an annual conference to discuss the
implementation of their national war crimes strategies and solutions for how to overcome challenges.

He went on to detail assistance provided by his Office to its national partners, including access to information contained within its evidence collection, which totals more than 11 million pages, thousands of
hours of audiovisual material and physical artefacts — the most thorough repository of evidence concerning crimes committed in Rwanda and the former Yugoslavia. Further, utilizing its developed expertise,
the Office provides assistance across a broad range of legal, evidentiary, prosecutorial and strategic matters, including through the preparation of investigative dossiers for national prosecutors concerning
priority accountability gaps. His Office also offers expert support upon request to national prosecutors concerning fugitives from justice in Rwanda and the countries of the former Yugoslavia.

"There is no expiration date for the international community's obligation to prosecute genocide crimes," he said, noting that while international trials for the crimes in Rwanda and the former Yugoslavia have
now concluded, national prosecutors — with his Office's support — are continuing the work in their courts. Additionally, with thousands of perpetrators from Rwanda and the former Yugoslavia still to be
prosecuted, every Member State has the responsibility and opportunity to play their part by providing full cooperation. "We must also recognize that denial is the last resort of genocide ideology," he said, noting
that "denial seeks to erase both the victims and the crimes". Relatedly, he cited the need to ensure that the truth is defended and promoted as "the ultimate responsibility that the Genocide Convention places on
us, if we are to truly prevent and repress the 'crime of crimes'".

Statements

MICHEL XAVIER BIANG (Gabon), speaking in his capacity as Chair of the Working Group for International Tribunals, commended the spirit of compromise that allowed the adoption of resolution 2637
(2022) on appointment of the Mechanism's Prosecutor. Recognizing the thirtieth anniversary of the creation of the Former Yugoslavia and Rwanda Tribunals, he emphasized their essential role in fighting
impunity for international peace and security. Despite challenges faced by the Mechanism, he praised the swiftness of judicial proceedings, protection of fundamental rights and witness protection. He
expressed support to the Mechanism's strategy's focus on recruiting skilled personnel, strengthening cooperation and prioritizing existing tools for effective transition. Highlighting the importance of ongoing
efforts in arresting fugitives, he welcomed progress in significant cases, expressing hope for justice in the Balkans. The Mechanism is "a moral bulwark against arbitrariness and mass atrocities", he said, adding:
"The Mechanism is both a noble duty and a major asset in the fight against impunity."

DOMINGOS ESTÊVÃO FERNANDES (Mozambique) said his country strongly supports the work of the Mechanism in the pursuit of international justice, as ethnic cleansing, genocide and crimes against
humanity are abhorrent. "It is our collective responsibility to honour the victims and survivors by holding accountable all those responsible for the atrocities committed against them," he stressed, encouraging
efforts to transition to a truly residual "small, temporary and effective" Mechanism as originally envisioned. The situation of the acquitted and released persons who were relocated to Niger is concerning and
also requires the Council's attention, he said, particularly after the 26 July coup d'état in Niger, as these people had already served their respective sentences and deserve their freedom. "Justice is best served
locally," he stressed, calling for the combined efforts of national and international judicial institutions.

CHANAKA LIAM WICKREMASINGHE (United Kingdom) said the Mechanism's work has continued effectively and efficiently over the past six months, including the confirmation of the death of the fugitive
Aloys Ndimbati. The arrest of the remaining two Rwandan fugitives must be done as soon as possible. The Mechanism's work remains critical, he said, as there are heightened ethno-national tensions and hate
speech in the Western Balkans. He welcomed progress in the Mechanism's discussions with Croatia on the establishment in Zagreb of an Information Centre on the Former Yugoslavia Tribunal. Noting several
outstanding issues impacting the Mechanism's ability to deliver its mandate, he expressed disappointment by reports of some States blocking cooperation in the Western Balkans and called on Serbia to fulfil its
obligation to arrest and transfer Petar Jojić and Vjerica Radeta to the Mechanism. He also expressed concern over the Rwandan individuals relocated to Niger who have been rendered stateless since 2022 and
remain under house arrest.

MARK A. SIMONOFF (United States), highlighting the Mechanism's tremendous work in delivering justice for some of the gravest crimes of the past century, recalled that, in May, South African authorities
arrested Fulgence Kayishema, who had evaded arrest for 20 years. Mr. Kayishema is accused of genocide and crimes against humanity for his alleged role in the brutal murders of 2,000 Tutsi men, women and
children at the Nyange Church. In June, the Appeals Chamber found that Félicien Kabuga, captured 26 years after he was indicted, is not competent to stand trial. "The decision to cease Kabuga's trial cannot
restore what was lost," he noted. Turning to the Former Yugoslavia Tribunal, he said it has consistently demonstrated that even the most senior military and political leaders can be held accountable for atrocity
crimes. Spotlighting the Tribunal's "immense contribution to the rule of law", he said the Stanišić and Simatović case recognizes the responsibility of these former Government official for war crimes and crimes
against humanity, thus closing an important chapter in the history of international criminal justice. Further, he welcomed the Mechanism's efforts to help counter genocide denial and to enhance cooperation
with the affected States.

GENG SHUANG (China) noted that the Mechanism was envisaged as a small, temporary and efficient structure, with functions and size diminishing over time. During the reporting period, the Mechanism has
advanced its judicial activities systematically, completing court proceedings in all core criminal cases. With no ongoing or upcoming trials and appeals, he said his country anticipates the Mechanism's
continued downsizing, rationalized expenditures and optimized allocation of financial resources. Underscoring the importance of pragmatic and effective cooperation with concerned countries for mandate
implementation, he urged the Mechanism to strengthen its communication with the parties concerned, enhance mutual trust and accommodate each other's legitimate concerns.

RICCARDA CHRISTIANA CHANDA (Switzerland) said the conclusion of the latest trials in no way diminishes the Mechanism's relevance. Its determination to combat impunity remains crucial to promoting
peace and preventing the deeply concerning revisionist tendencies and reported glorification of criminals. "The Mechanism's future deserves the Council's full attention," she said. As it enters a new phase of
operation, the Mechanism will play an essential role in monitoring the implementation of sentences, assisting national authorities, tracking down fugitives and establishing the responsibility of the many people
suspected of international crimes. An effective fight against international crimes requires sustained and strengthened cooperation and the Mechanism's crucial functions demand strong support from the United
Nations, the Council and all States. "We deplore the lack of cooperation on the part of some of them in arresting and handing over suspects and urge them to redouble their efforts in this area," she said,
encouraging States to strengthen their regional cooperation frameworks in criminal matters.

NORBERTO MORETTI (Brazil) noting that the Security Council conceived the Mechanism to be temporary, stressed that there must be clear timelines for the completion of its activities. Welcoming the recent
conclusion of the core judicial cases, he pointed to the long-term residual functions that the Mechanism is expected to perform while or if their transfer to national jurisdictions is not possible, including the
supervision of the enforcement of sentences. He called on all parties to fully cooperate with the Office of the Prosecutor in apprehending the two remaining fugitives and emphasized collaboration with the
Mechanism for the execution of outstanding arrest warrants, orders of surrender, and relocation of acquitted or released individuals. Before the current mandates of the Mechanism's prosecutor and judges
expire in June, he emphasized the entity needs additional time and resources to fulfil its mandated tasks.

FRANCESCA MARIA GATT (Malta) welcomed the Chambers' progress while acknowledging the need to continue work on the enforcement of sentences, preservation of archives and protection of witnesses.
Also expressing support for the Office of the Prosecutor's focus on locating and arresting the remaining fugitives and assisting national jurisdictions, she stressed the need for capacity-building activities, such as
the seminars on the prosecution of conflict-related sexual violence crimes for prosecutors from Eswatini and Ghana. Echoing the call for State cooperation, she said that States who can do so must take on
enforcement responsibilities. The Mechanism and its predecessors have made significant steps in establishing facts and providing the historical record of atrocity crimes committed in Rwanda and the former
Yugoslavia. It is important to make the public records of the ad hoc Tribunals and the Mechanism more accessible. Ensuring robust victim- and survivor-centred approaches that reflect input from affected
communities is also crucial, she added.

ANDRIS STASTOLI (Albania) welcomed the work of the Mechanism for the appeal judgment in the Stanišić and Simatović case on 31 May, which represents the conclusion of all core crimes proceedings before
the Tribunal. "It represents a milestone for international justice and provides comfort to thousands of victims," he underscored. The consolidation of the legacy of the ad hoc tribunals in the former Yugoslavia
and Rwanda is important and the enforcement of sentences remains a must, he said. "Above all, justice is done when politicians engage fully and meaningfully in fighting genocide denialism and revisionism of
atrocity crimes," he stressed, calling for making sure that the crimes of the past do not repeat again. He also called on all Member States to fully and unconditionally cooperate with the Mechanism so that no
one can escape justice and urged Serbia to arrest and surrender Petar Jojić and Vjerica Radeta.

NAGANO SHUNSUKE (Japan), pleased by the Mechanism's remarkable progress this year, noted it delivered the appeal judgment on the Stanišić and Simatović case in May, and the Kabuga case was rendered
an indefinite stay of trial in September. Pointing to the Mechanism's progress in investigation and prosecution, his delegation welcomed its transition from an operational court to a truly residual institution. It
has an indispensable role, yet its activities and size should be narrowed over time, commensurate with its reduced functions, he said, noting the significance of the draft framework regarding the completion of
the Mechanism's functions during this new phase. He commended the President's internal restructuring initiative, which combines a reduction of posts and streamlining workflows to optimize resources and
efficiencies. He reiterated Japan's unwavering support for the Mechanism's activities and its commitment to promote the rule of law and international judicial institutions. SOLOMON KORBIEH (Ghana)
expressed concern about the challenges the Mechanism continues to face in the area of enforcement. The arrest of Fulgence Kayishema, one of the remaining fugitives indicted by the Rwanda Tribunal, on 24
May in South Africa, shows that States' cooperation with the Mechanism leads to early closure of cases, he pointed out, calling on all States harbouring fugitives to cooperate with the Mechanism and ensure
justice for survivors and families of victims of atrocity crimes. Collaboration between the Office of the Prosecutor and national prosecutions is vital, he said, adding that this was instrumental in enabling the
impending transfer of Mr. Kayishema to Rwanda for trial if the legal procedures are exhausted in South Africa. Noting also the witness protection measures put in place by the Mechanism, such as conducting
threat assessments, he said such measures will encourage other witnesses not to recant when called upon to give testimonies.

MARIA ZABOLOTSKAYA (Russian Federation), noting that the judicial basket of the Mechanism is empty, said its efforts should be aimed at finalizing activities, as prescribed by the Council. New reasons for
extending the existence of the Mechanism are being created, she said, adding that there can be no rational explanation for such an unusually long life of the ad hoc Tribunal. The structure, established
temporarily, expects to continue at least until 2055, she stressed, pointing to the ongoing attempts to artificially increase the number of trials of the so-called contempt of court which can be handled by national
courts. She said the Mechanism ignores the disregard for the rules and detention conditions for convicted Serbs and refuses to release them after serving two-thirds of their sentences. The conditions for the
Serbs are in sharp contrast to the regime created for Kosovo Albanians, she emphasized, urging the Mechanism to consider the option of transferring Ratko Mladic to Serbia to serve his sentence.

DIARRA DIME-LABILLE (France) said the delivery of the appeal judgment in the Stanišić and Simatovićcase on 31 May marks a crucial stage in the judicial activity of the Mechanism and represents a victory of
justice. She called on all States to collaborate with the Mechanism, in accordance with their international obligations, and to support its activities to do justice to victims and promote reconciliation. Expressing
regret that some partners are still refusing to do so, she welcomed the arrest of Fulgence Kayishema on 24 May, thanks to collaboration with South Africa and other countries. "We welcome the efforts to
streamline the activities of the Mechanism," she said, noting with concern that the Mechanism is still finding difficulties relating to the resettlement of acquitted and convicted persons having served their
sentence. It is important to successfully integrate these people in societies, she stressed. "We remain seriously concerned about the denial of crimes, hate speech and the glorification of those responsible for
genocide and war crimes," she underscored.

RASHED JAMAL IBRAHIM IBRAHIM AZZAM (United Arab Emirates) reaffirmed the Mechanism's role in carrying out the residual work of the Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia and Rwanda as well as its
role in achieving justice for victims and fighting impunity. Underscoring the need to address the root causes of these crimes — usually incited by hate speech, discrimination and racism — he welcomed the
Mechanism's efforts to become more efficient, limit its workload and focus on future plans, as per the Security Council's vision. Accordingly, he urged the Mechanism to continue fulfilling its mandated
functions, particularly in overseeing the enforcement of judgments, providing assistance to national jurisdictions and protecting witnesses and victims. However, States have the primary responsibility in
holding accountable the perpetrators of crimes, he emphasized. Urging all States to fulfil their obligations and cooperate with the Mechanism, he said "achieving accountability and justice is the best way to
honour victims".

ANDRÉS EFREN MONTALVO SOSA (Ecuador) said the Mechanism is a testament of the international community's firm and lasting commitment amid a validity crisis of international law. With no further
cases to hear, the Mechanism's attention must now move towards its longer-term functions, he said, welcoming the draft framework for the completion of the Mechanism's operations. This framework should
take into account the recommendations of the Office of Internal Oversight Services (OIOS) and the panel of judges. The Mechanism must continue to make efforts to fulfil its functions such as oversight of
sentences and tracking of fugitives, he said, calling for a sense of collective responsibility and cooperation of States. Consolidating the legacy of the Mechanism and ad hoc tribunals, along with transferring
specialized knowledge to national authorities for accessible public judicial records, is "an important tool to counter historical revisionism and war criminal glorification," he concluded. ERNEST RWAMUCYO
(Rwanda), noting that the Mechanism has officially acknowledged Rwanda's capability to conduct genocide trials, said his country needs the support of the Prosecutor's Office in addressing more than 1,000
genocide fugitives and a considerable number of appeals. As of December 2023, Rwanda has issued more than 1,000 indictments against genocide suspects in 33 countries and the International Criminal Police
Organization (INTERPOL) secretariat, he said, urging relevant Member States to intensify their cooperation in apprehending these fugitives within their jurisdictions. Ensuring justice for the victims and
survivors of the genocide against the Tutsi is "fundamentally about securing timely justice", he said, noting a lack of cooperation from certain Member States. "Each delay in this process equates to a denial of
justice," he said, describing the ruling on Félicien Kabuga's unfitness to continue standing trial as "deeply disheartening" for survivors, victims and the Rwandan people.

Stressing that the fight against impunity is a collective responsibility, he underscored that each day a fugitive remains free is another day that justice is denied. He further urged the Security Council to condemn
genocide denial. On the issue of the resettlement of the nine acquitted and released Rwandans, he said they are free to come back and live in Rwanda, highlighting his country's efforts in building unity and
reconciliation.

ZLATKO LAGUMDŽIJA (Bosnia and Herzegovina) said his country is committed to investigating, prosecuting and punishing all persons responsible for war crimes, regardless of their nationality, ethnicity,
religion, political or other affiliation. On 30 March, his country's Council of Ministers Herzegovina formed a supervisory body to monitor implementation of the Revised National War Crimes Strategy. One of
the strategic goals of the Strategy is regional cooperation, which is not at a satisfactory level. "Around 3,000 suspected perpetrators of war crimes, crimes against humanity and genocide committed in the
former Yugoslavia are yet to face justice," he stressed. More than 35 per cent of the total number of all unresolved cases in Bosnia and Herzegovina refer to persons unavailable to domestic criminal prosecution
authorities, he said, adding that 63.3 per cent of those persons are located in Croatia, Montenegro and Serbia.

After the escape of accused Novak Djukic to Serbia, the Court of Bosnia and Herzegovina requested the judicial authorities of Serbia to recognize and enforce the final judgment in that case, but the Serbian
judicial authorities never acted on the verdict, he said. Mr. Djukic is a retired general and lives in Serbia, avoiding serving a well-deserved prison sentence. "This not only damages the fragile process of
rebuilding trust and open and future-oriented relations between our countries but also perpetuates narratives that go against every civilized norm and principle of humanity, justice and the rule of law," he said.
He emphasized that the archives of the Former Yugoslavia Tribunal and the Mechanism are also the archives of the recent history of Bosnia and Herzegovina and have priceless significance to his country.
Therefore, they should be stored there, as the citizens of Bosnia and Herzegovina make up the largest part of the witnesses and victims who appeared in the court.

NEMANJA STEVANOVIĆ (Serbia), pointing to the lack of progress in the cases of Petar Jojić and Vjerica Radeta for contempt of court, called upon the Mechanism to reconsider its decision and to allow these
cases to be referred to the Serbian judicial authorities. Turning to the Vojislav Šešelj case, he expressed hope that in these proceedings, there will be no oversights as seen in the case involving Petar Jojić and
Vjerica Radeta. He assured that the Serbian justice system possesses the required legal and institutional framework to transparently handle these cases in cooperation with the Mechanism. He further requested
to return comprehensive documentation previously submitted to the Mechanism and emphasized the need to review the newly established criteria for early release and parole. Serbia is prepared to enforce
prison sentences handed down by the Former Yugoslavia Tribunal and the Mechanism under its supervision. Pointing to the trial of Ratko Mladic, whose health hearing requests were denied by the
Mechanism's President, he said Serbia is prepared to offer qualified medical personnel for his examination and is open to accommodating him under the Mechanism's conditions. Addressing the delay in
negotiations between Serbia and Croatia on a war crimes agreement, he emphasized that this should not hinder regional cooperation. He also said that the complaints about Serbia's denial of crimes and
glorification of convicts lack merit.

IVAN ŠIMONOVIĆ (Croatia) highlighting the verdict delivered in May against Jovica Stanišić and Franko Simatović, former top Serbian Security Service officials, said this judgment established a clear link
between the top Serbian leadership and the atrocity crimes committed in Croatia and Bosnia and Herzegovina. He also expressed regret about Serbia's failure to arrest and transfer to the Hague Petar Jojić and
Vjerica Radeta, who were accused of witness intimidation and interference. Acting in accordance with the Mechanism's arrest warrant is a national obligation under Chapter VII of the Charter of the United
Nations, he stressed. Expressing his country's commitment to transparent, non-politicized, evidence-based judicial cooperation with other neighbouring States in matters related to war crimes, he added that
that "this not a one-way process".

Croatia, he added, is still waiting for Serbia´s response to its invitation to the fourth and final round of negotiations for a bilateral agreement on processing war crimes. Further, it is devastating to see the
ongoing disrespect for the legal qualifications of the Tribunals and the Mechanism. Glorification of war criminals and the denial of committed crimes, including the genocide in Srebrenica, are unacceptable, he
stressed, adding that they increase the suffering of victims, hamper reconciliation and destabilize the region. "They also confuse, if not poison, future generations," he added, pointing to Serbia's insufficient
cooperation in the tracing of missing persons and mortal remains. That country's lack of political will to share information and enable access to archives remains the greatest obstacle to progress in resolving
these cases, he added.

Mr. STEVANOVIĆ (Serbia), taking the floor for a second time, said every statement of the permanent representative of Croatia on the subject has an obsession with Serbia. Reading an excerpt from the
Prosecutor's report, he said the report stated that Croatia's cooperation regarding war crimes cases with national judiciaries in the region has significantly worsened, and the effort of the Croatian justice sector
has been concentrated on the prosecution of ethnic Serbs. As a result, Croatian victims don't receive real justice, he said, asking: "Will Croatian perpetrators continue to enjoy impunity?"
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Domestic Prosecutions In The Former Yugoslavia

Kosovo Indicts 53 Members of Serbian Forces for 1999 Village Massacre (Balkan Insight) December 8, 2023

Kosovo's Special Prosecution announced on Friday that it has filed an indictment against 53 suspects for ordering and participating in the Meja village
massacre of April 1999, which left 377 civilian Albanians dead.

In the announcement, the Prosecution did not disclose the identity of the suspects of the file which is the biggest since the end of Kosovo war in June 1999.

"53 are accused for this crime, including 16 who were holding important military and police positions in Serbia," the press release said.

"Besides killings, the operation included also deportation of thousands of civilians from that region, the burning of their houses and forcibly sending them to Albania. These deportations were done through
mistreatments and the confiscation of the personal documents of those who were deported," it added.

Serbian forces attacked Meja and the nearby village of Korenica in the southwestern Kosovo municipality of Gjakove/Dakovica a month after the start of the NATO bombing of Yugoslavia, which was aimed at
ending President Slobodan Milosevic's military campaign in Kosovo.

As NATO's air strikes intensified, so did Serbian army and police operations, and the killings and expulsions of Kosovo Albanians.

According to verdicts handed down by the International Criminal Tribunal for Former Yugoslavia, ICTY, in cases against Serbian military and police officials, the attacks on the two villages were part of a
military operation called "Reka", in which the Yugoslav Army, Serbian police and paramilitary units killed at least 377 civilians, of whom 36 were under 18 years old. Thousands were expelled to neighbouring
Albania, and 13 people are still listed as missing.

The remains of many massacre victims were found 15 years later in mass graves at a police training centre in the Belgrade suburb of Batajnica.

Earlier on Friday, Prosecutor Drita Hajdari told media that the indictment is divided in three parts.

"The first part of the indictment contains the names of five persons suspected to have planned the massacre. The second part contains names of 11 persons who implemented the plan in cooperation with the
first group. The third group contains 37 persons suspected as executors and, in a way, contributors to the massacre," Hajdari said.

She added that all persons included in the indictment are at large and that "an international arrest warrant" against them has been filed by a Pristina court.

In 2021, in the absence of legal cooperation with Serbia, Kosovo changed its legislation to make it easier to try war crime suspects in their absence.

Strpci Case Retrial is 'Frustrating' for Victims Families, Lawyer Says (Balkan Insight) December 11, 2023

Retrial in case of the abduction and execution of 20 non-Serb passengers from a train in Strpci station in Bosnia and Herzegovina in 1993, because of
the omission of Belgrade Higher Court, is frustrating for victims' families, their legal representative, Marina Kljajic, told BIRN.

According to Kljajic, victims' families are "very frustrated and dissatisfied and feeling like people whose fates no one in this country has ever wanted to take care seriously".

The Belgrade Court of Appeal abolished the first-instance verdict because it was "based on a significant violation of the provisions of the criminal procedure, because the first-instance court failed to decide on
the evidentiary proposals of the defence regarding the questioning of Milan Lukic, who commanded the Avengers unit … as well as on two others witnesses".

The decision was made on October 30 but published only a month later.

Kljajic recalled that families waited until 2015 for the indictment to be issued and then, due to its deficiencies and returning by the court, three more years for it to be confirmed.

"Then on February 7 they got the verdicts to be handed down, where a sentence of 10 years was given for the murder of 20 people… And now in the end it turned out that the verdict was made in such a way that
there were formal flaws," Kljajic told BIRN.

"That is what makes the whole process absolutely meaningless. How much time should pass — one of the defendants has already died in the meantime, and in the end the question is who will wait for any justice
for them more than the members of the victims' families if we are only now, after 31 years, going back to the beginning?" she added.

In February, the Belgrade Higher Court sentenced wartime Serb fighters Gojko Lukic, Dusko Vasiljevic, Jovan Lipovac and Dragana Djekic to a total of 35 years in prison for this crime.

The captives, mainly Bosniaks, were seized from the train at Strpci and taken to a school in Prelovo, where they were physically assaulted.

They were then taken to a burned-out house in the village of Musici, where they were executed.

The four defendants were convicted of participating in beating the captives in Prelovo and taking them to the house in Musici.

The indictment said that Lukic, Vasiljevic and Djekic were members of the "Avengers" paramilitary unit, led by Milan Lukic. Lipovac, the other defendant in the trial, was a Bosnian Serb Army soldier at the
time of the crime.

Dusko Vasiljevic's brother Ljubisa was initially indicted alongside the other defendants but died in July 2021.

Lukic was the notorious leader of the Avengers and is currently in prison in Estonia. The International Criminal Tribunal for the Former Yugoslavia, ICTY sentenced him to life imprisonment for other crimes in
Visegrad, but not for the Strpci killings. He and defendant Gojko Lukic are brothers.

He was indicted for Strpci by the Bosnian state prosecution in 2019. The elementary school in Prelovo where the victims were robbed and beaten was the same one that Lukic himself attended as a child.

A BIRN analysis showed that, during the Belgrade trial, many of the defence witnesses tried to portray Lukic as being solely responsible for the Strpci crime.

Ten other wartime Bosnian Serb soldiers have already been convicted of involvement in the Strpci crime in Bosnia and in Montenegro.

Bosnia's Court of Appeal in October confirmed the verdict that sentenced the former commander of the Interventions Company of the Bosnian Serb Army's Visegrad Brigade, Boban Indjic, to 15 years in prison.

In October 2022, the Bosnian state court also found seven former soldiers from the Bosnian Serb Army's Second Podrinje Brigade guilty of involvement in the abductions and murders. The judge in the trial said
that Milan Lukic took part in the execution of 18 of the captured civilians.

Paramilitary volunteer from Serbia Mico Jovicic was sentenced to five years in prison by the Bosnian state court after making a plea bargain in 2016.

Another paramilitary volunteer, Nebojsa Ranisavljevic, was sentenced to 15 years in prison for the Strpci crime by the Montenegrin court.
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Turkish army shells civilian settlements in Rojava (ANF News) December 2, 2023

The invading Turkish army and allied mercenaries launched an aggression in the region of the Zirgan town in Heseke Canton on Saturday. The attack
with heavy weapons targeted the villages of Wihêla Ereban, Wihêla Kurdan and Bûbê.

The occupation forces also shelled the village of Şewarxa in Afrin's Shera district on Friday.

On the other hand, the Press Office of Manbij Military Council reported attacks by the Turkish troops and mercenary allies. Accordingly, the attacks with mortars were directed against the populated villages of
Erep Hesen and Yalanlı to the north and northwest of Manbij.

Turkey is bombing the autonomous region of northern and eastern Syria on an almost daily basis. The attacks, both from the ground and from the air, are carried out with the de facto approval of the
international community.

Eighty per cent of the infrastructure in northern and eastern Syria was destroyed in the widespread bombardments carried out by Turkey between 4 and 10 October. Since 22 November, Turkish drones have
been bombing the civilian population at random.

AANES calls for international action against Turkish attacks

In a statement on 24 November, the Autonomous Administration of North and East Syria (AANES) called for international intervention against Turkey's attacks on the civilian population in violation of
international law. "The attacks by the Turkish state must be stopped and those responsible for the killing of innocent civilians must be brought to justice as war criminals in accordance with international legal
standards," said the AANES on the current wave of attacks by Turkey.

AANES stated that the AKP government is using the attacks on the autonomous region to divert attention from problems at home. "To this end, Turkey is inventing false justifications to deceive the public.
Attacks on civilians are war crimes that cannot be justified by anything," stressed the AANES.

Remarking that the fight against ISIS is also being severely hampered, AANES pointed out that: "The Turkish state is causing chaos and terror in the region. The attacks are leading to an extreme deterioration
in the humanitarian situation. We demand a clear position from all actors."

Manbij, a key strategic position in Turkey's plans to expand its illegal occupation zone

Manbij is located 30 kilometres south of the Turkish border and occupies a key strategic position in Turkey's plans to expand its illegal occupation zone in northern Syria. The city, which is administered by the
Autonomous Administration of North and East Syria (AANES), is located on the important M4 motorway, which runs through northern Syria like a lifeline and was already a strategic supply route for ISIS.

In 2022, Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan named Manbij, along with Tel Rifat, as the first target for a new Turkish invasion of northern and eastern Syria. Attacks on the town and neighbouring villages,
which are carried out by jihadist militias loyal to Ankara as well as the Turkish army, have been taking place for years. The Tuesday before last, two people, including a minor, were injured in a drone attack on a
settlement north of Manbij.

Afrin, one of the most peaceful and secure parts of Syria, occupied since March 2018

Afrin, on the other hand, was the westernmost canton of Rojava and North and East Syria, home to 200,000 ethnic Kurds. Though the population was overwhelmingly Kurdish, it was home to diverse religious
groups including Yazidis, Alawites and Christians alongside Sunni Muslims.

On 20 January 2018, Turkey launched air strikes on 100 locations in Afrin, as the onset of an invasion they dubbed 'Operation Olive Branch.'

The Turkish Airforce indiscriminately shelled civilians as well as YPG/YPJ positions, while a ground assault was carried out by factions and militias organised under the umbrella of the Turkish-backed National
Army.

By 15 March, Turkish-backed militias had encircled Afrin city and placed it under artillery bombardment. A Turkish airstrike struck the city's only functioning hospital, killing 16 civilians.

Civilians fled and the SDF retreated, and by 18 March Turkey was in de facto occupation of Afrin. Between 400 and 500 civilians died in the invasion, overwhelmingly as a result of Turkish bombing. Other
civilians were summarily executed in the field.

Prior to the Turkish invasion, Afrin had been one of the most peaceful and secure parts of Syria, virtually never seeing combat during the civil war bar occasional skirmishes between YPG/YPJ and jihadi forces
on its borders. As a result, Afrin offered peaceful sanctuary to over 300,000 internally displaced people from elsewhere in Syria.

Turkey's Erdogan Rejects US Pressure to Cut Hamas Ties (The Defense Post) December 3, 2023

Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan Saturday pushed back against mounting US pressure to cut Ankara's historic ties with Hamas in the wake of
the militants' unprecedented attacks on Israel.

The US Treasury's top terrorism financing official conveyed Washington's "profound" alarm about Ankara's past relations with Hamas during a visit to Turkey this week.

Under Secretary Brian Nelson said Washington has not detected any money passing through Turkey to Hamas since the Gaza war broke out eight weeks ago.

But he argued that Ankara had helped Hamas access funding in the past and should now use local laws to clamp down on potential future transfers.

Erdogan said Saturday that Washington was well aware that Turkey does not view Hamas as a terrorist organization.

"First of all, Hamas is a reality of Palestine, it is a political party there and it entered the elections as a political party and won," he said in remarks released by his office.

"We form our foreign policy in Ankara and design it only according to Turkey's interests and the expectations of our people," Erdogan said.

"I am sure that our interlocutors appreciate Turkey's consistent and balanced foreign policy steps in such humanitarian crises and conflicts."

Israel on Friday resumed punishing air strikes after the sides failed to extend a seven-day truce that had seen 80 Israeli hostages released in exchange for 240 Palestinian prisoners.

Hamas fighters killed about 1,200 people — mostly civilians — and took around 240 Israelis and foreigners hostage, Israeli officials say, after breaking through the militarized border into southern Israel on
October 7.

The Hamas authorities who run Gaza say Israel's retaliatory air and ground campaign has killed more than 15,000 people — also mostly civilians.

'Butcher of Gaza' Erdogan has been one of the Muslim world's most vocal critics of Israel's military tactics in Gaza.

He recalled Ankara's envoy to Tel Aviv and demanded that Israel's commanders and political leaders be put on trial for "war crimes" at the International Criminal Court in The Hague.

Hamas political leaders have used Istanbul as one of their foreign bases during Erdogan's two-decade rule.

Turkish media have reported that they relocated to Qatar after Ankara voiced displeasure with social media images purporting to show Hamas officials celebrating the October 7 attacks.

But they have since visited Istanbul on at least one reported occasion for undisclosed talks.

Erdogan last officially met Hamas leader Ismail Haniyeh in Istanbul in July.

He followed that up with talks with Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu in September on the sidelines of a United Nations gathering in New York.

The meeting was aimed at paving the way for what would have been a highly significant visit to Turkey by the Israeli premier.

The Gaza war has torn those budding ties to shreds.

Erdogan now refers to Netanyahu as "the butcher of Gaza" and talks up the prospects of the Israeli leader being tried in The Hague.

"Our expectation is that these perpetrators of genocide, these butchers of Gaza who were caught red-handed — especially Netanyahu — will receive the just punishment," Erdogan said on Saturday.

HPG: Turkey continues to commit war crimes (ANF News) By [AUTHOR]
December 5, 2023

The Turkish army is waging a war in the guerrilla-held Medya Defense Zones in southern Kurdistan (northern Iraq) based on the systematic use of
chemical weapons, banned bombs and air strikes. In a statement published on Tuesday, the Press Centre of the People's Defence Forces (HPG)
reported a series of such attacks carried out in numerous regions of the Medya Defense Zones between 1 and 4 December.

The majority of the most recent attacks took place in Metîna and Zap. In the resistance area of Girê Çarçel, HPG reported five attacks with explosive-laden drones, which were directed against the guerrilla
positions there. The Turkish occupying forces used chemical warfare agents. In addition, the defence positions in Girê Çarçel were bombed twice with unconventional explosive devices.

The Girê Ortê massif was also the target of two attacks with chemical weapons and banned bombs. The guerrilla positions in the Girê FM resistance area were attacked once with banned explosive devices.
Eighteen other attacks by drones loaded with explosives targeted the guerrilla positions in Girê Cûdî, which is located on the western front of the Zap region. The area of Şehîd Diyar in Zap region was bombed
once by explosive-laden drones.

On the other hand, HPG recorded nine air strikes by fighter jets on 1,2 and 3 December, which were directed against the areas of Deşta Kafya in Gare, Xinêra Jor, Ava Lolanê and Goşînê in Xakurke and Gundê
Dergelê in Metîna. In addition, combat helicopters bombed various targets in the Zap and in Xakurke. At the same time, artillery and tank attacks targeted the western Zap front, Metîna and Xakurke.

In the meantime, the guerrillas are continuing their resistance against Turkish invasion abated. According to the HPG, guerrillas struck the occupying troops in Girê Amêdî twice on 2 and 3 December. One of
the actions, in which medium-weight weapons were used, left a position of the Turkish forces damaged. In the other action, guerrillas hit the occupying forces with heavy weapons.
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Kosovo Specialist Chambers

Former Guerrilla Arrested in Kosovo, Sent to The Hague (Balkan Insight) By Xhorxhina Bami
December 12, 2023

Former Kosovo MP Haxhi Shala, who fought as a guerrilla against Serb forces in Kosovo's 1998-99 war, was arrested on Tuesday on charges issued
by the Kosovo Specialist Chambers in The Hague.

Shala's lawyer, Xhevdet Smakiqi, confirmed the arrest and told BIRN his client "is being sent to The Hague".

In early November, the Kosovo Specialist Chambers said it had ordered several raids in Kosovo as part of investigations into possible obstruction of justice. Around the same time, the SPO announced the arrest
of another former guerrilla fighter from Malisheve/Malisevo — ex-mayor Isni Kilaj — on suspicion of obstruction of justice.

The Kosovo Specialist Chambers was created in 2015 to try former fighters of the Kosovo Liberation Army for crimes committed during and immediately after the war, including crimes against civilians and
political killings. The court was set up in The Hague due to concerns the Kosovo justice system would be unable to try former guerrillas after previous cases were marred by widespread witness intimidation.

Media reported on Monday that Shala, a former MP of the Alliance for the Future of Kosovo party, had been questioned in the premises of the European Union's rule-of-law mission in Kosovo, EULEX, though
this was not confirmed by the Specialist Prosecutor's Office, SPO.

On Tuesday, Shala's brother, Avni, told Klan Kosova that Shala had been arrested by EULEX police in the early hours of the morning in the village of Banja, near the town of Malisheve/Malisevo.

"We didn't know anything," he said. "I went to work, the family informed me later, they told me that the police came and took him."

"Haxhi was interviewed, his phone was confiscated. The invitation has been answered. He doesn't run from justice, there's no reason to run from it."
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Forty-five states call for investigating Russian war crimes, holding those responsible to account (UKRINFORM) December 1, 2023

At the meeting of the OSCE Ministerial Council in Skopje, North Macedonia, 45 participating states emphasized the need to thoroughly investigate
Russia's alleged violations of international humanitarian and human rights law, war crimes and crimes against humanity, and hold those responsible
to account.

The relevant Joint Statement on Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms was delivered at the closing session of the OSCE Ministerial Council, an Ukrinform correspondent reports.

"Russia's war of aggression against Ukraine, enabled by the Lukashenka regime in Belarus, serves as the starkest example and reminds us all that human rights and fundamental freedoms are among the
primary targets of an aggressor and that ensuring respect for human rights and fundamental freedoms is a prerequisite for lasting security and peace among and within states," the statement reads.

The participating states mentioned that they were appalled by the independent reports, inter alia under the OSCE's Moscow Mechanism, which had found serious violations of human rights and "clear patterns
of violations of international humanitarian law by Russian forces" in Ukraine, including targeted killings of civilians, unlawful detentions, abductions, forcible transfers and large scale deportations as well as
the use of torture and other ill-treatment, including sexual violence.

"We strongly condemn these horrific violations and abuses of human rights and violations of international humanitarian law. All alleged violations of international humanitarian and human rights law, war
crimes and crimes against humanity must be duly and thoroughly investigated. Those responsible must be held to account," the participants stressed.

The Joint Statement was signed by 45 countries, namely Albania, Andorra, Austria, Belgium, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Bulgaria, Canada, Croatia, Cyprus, Czech Republic, Estonia, Finland, France, Georgia,
Germany, Greece, Hungary, Iceland, Ireland, Italy, Latvia, Liechtenstein, Lithuania, Luxembourg, Malta, Moldova, Monaco, Montenegro, the Netherlands, North Macedonia, Norway, Poland, Portugal,
Romania, San Marino, Serbia, Slovakia, Slovenia, Spain/EU, Sweden, Switzerland, Ukraine, United Kingdom, United States of America and my own country Denmark.

A reminder that, at the closing session of the OSCE Ministerial Council, 43 countries issued a joint statement on the 90th anniversary of the Holodomor of 1932-1933.

'I'm afraid we'll never find them:' Russia holds thousands of Ukrainian civilians hostage (The Kyiv Independent) By Alexander Khrebet
December 4, 2023

In the early days of the full-scale invasion as Russian troops were occupying large swaths of territory outside of Kyiv, one local village resident was
relieved to see what he thought were Ukrainian troops.

The resident, Ivan Drozd, shouted the common Ukrainian salute "Slava Ukraini!" (Glory to Ukraine!) to the soldiers, not realizing they were Moscow's invading forces.

The Russian troops immediately arrested Drozd on the spot, his partner Hanna Mushtukova told the Kyiv Independent, citing a fellow villager who was arrested with Drozd but later released.

More than 18 months later, Mushtukova doesn't know anything of Drozd's whereabouts, except for a short four-word letter she received months after he wrote from a Russian prison.

"Alive. Healthy. Not sick," the letter reads, Mushtukova told the Kyiv Independent. She hinted he may have been forced to write the letter that way.

Along with war crimes, such as torture, rape, and executions, Russia has also taken civilian hostages in the areas it has occupied, at times transferring them to prisons both in Russian-occupied Ukrainian
territory and Russia for reasons unknown. The hostages include people taken off the streets, psychiatric patients, and inmates of Ukrainian prisons now under Russian-occupied territories.

Russia exploits international law loopholes to keep these Ukrainians locked up. Ukraine cannot easily exchange them as prisoners of war, as it would jeopardize millions living under occupation, creating the
perpetual threat that any civilian in occupied territory could become a hostage, human rights defenders and officials have warned.

The precise count of adult Ukrainians Russia ensnared as civilian hostages remains elusive.

Ukraine's Reintegration Ministry says there are 763 civilian hostages in Russia and Russian-occupied areas, while the country's Ombudsman's Office puts the number at 20,000. Human rights defenders
sharply contest these official figures, suggesting they could be as high as 8,000.

"I'm very afraid that the 8,000 missing civilians include those whom we will never find," Olga Romanova, the exiled head of Russia Behind Bars, a prominent Russian NGO protecting convicts' rights, told the
Kyiv Independent.

"I vividly remember rapidly shrinking lists of missing civilians as all of those mass graves were discovered after Izium's liberation."

Drozd was a 28-year-old farmer with no military experience when he was captured and imprisoned by the Russian troops. His partner Mushtukova has no information on his exact whereabouts.

"I'm counting the days. But the uncertainty and anticipation of the unknown are hard to wrap my head around," Mushtukova said.

Sent to Russian prisons

Ukraine's Coordination Headquarters for Prisoners of War Treatment remains tight-lipped about the count of civilian hostages in Russian custody. Its spokesperson, Petro Yatsenko, told the Kyiv Independent
that a meager 140 civilian hostages have returned to Ukraine during several prisoner-of-war exchanges.

Some more managed to return on their own. Mykhailo is one of them, who spent 1.5 years in Russian-run prisons. (Editor's note: Mykhailo requested his last name be concealed to protect people who spent
months in Russian prisons with him)

Serving his prison term in Ukraine since 2019, Mykhailo, 37, was among around 2,000 inmates Russian troops took from a prison in Kherson Oblast following occupation, his lawyer, Anna Skrypka from the
NGO Protection for Prisoners of Ukraine, told the Kyiv Independent.

Russian forces sent inmates from four prisons in Ukraine's south through a series of camps in occupied territories before they ended up in Russian prisons close to Ukraine, according to Srkypka.

From the Ukrainian prison where he had been serving his sentence, Mykhailo was sent to occupied Simferopol, the administrative center of Russian-occupied Crimea. He told the Kyiv Independent that he was
taken to a prison housing inmates with tuberculosis even though he was healthy.

A couple of weeks later, the inmates were gathered in the prison's courtyard and made to stay there the entire day until midnight. Mykhailo says they weren't given any food or water so they wouldn't need to use
the bathroom on the road to a prison in Russia's Krasnodar Krai, located across the Kerch Strait from Crimea.

While being transferred, the group spent one night at a prison in Kerch, but Mykhailo says he did not eat for a little over two days until they reached the prison in Krasnodar Krai.

In each new location, the welcome ritual remained unchanged. The Spetsnaz, Russian special forces, would stand in two rows facing one another with their dogs.

Prisoners who had just arrived were made to run down the middle of the special forces as they beat the new inmates with batons and shouted at them to move faster, Mykhailo told the Kyiv Independent.

"The Spetsnaz beat us three times in two days," said Mykhailo.

Inside Russian prison

Mykhailo spent five days in quarantine upon his arrival in Krasnodar Krai. As he was being escorted to the dining hall for the first time after that initial period, he shouted "Slava Ukraini!" (Glory to Ukraine!) to
the other inmates. He doesn't remember the duration of the beating he endured for that.

Guards sporadically beat him for war-related disputes with Russian inmates and refusal to obtain Russian citizenship — something the guards frequently asked him to do, he said. Once, he was beaten after
arguing with the guards that Russia would not be able to seize Odesa Oblast along with his hometown, Izmail.

When his original prison term imposed by the Ukrainian court approached, conditions deteriorated.

"The last two months were hell," he said.

Mykhailo said the guards didn't let him sit for weeks, which caused severe swelling in his legs. They would draw billy sticks if they spotted him sitting.

"The last six days (of his time in prison in Krasnodar Krai), they beat us constantly," he said, adding that there was no medical assistance.

The prisons in occupied territories are a "black hole" as it's "almost impossible" to send real lawyers without Russian Security Service ties there, said Romanova, a Russian prisoners' rights defender.

Threats to extend his sentence didn't turn Mykhailo away from believing he could return to Ukraine.

With money sent to him by Skrypka, his lawyer, Mykhailo took a ferry to Russia. It was the only way to return to Ukraine as the bridge over Kerch Strait was closed after a Ukrainian drone attack.

Following a night in a Rostov hostel room full of Russian soldiers returning from the front lines, he bought a box of "good cigarettes" to bribe Russian border guards. It helped him return to Ukraine via the
Kolotilovka border crossing, the sole operational link between Ukraine and Russia.

"I was happy to hear the Ukrainian border guard sing in Ukrainian," he said, smiling for the first time as he spoke to the Kyiv Independent.

For Mushtukova's partner, prison conditions are unknown. She neither knows if Drozd has a lawyer nor if he is being charged all.

She said Russia labeled him a prisoner of war without any explanation, even though he is a civilian.

Several hundreds of Ukrainian civilians were arrested in Russia on espionage or sabotage charges after going to the country to visit their relatives or to work. Many of them are sent to detention centers and are
deprived of access to lawyers.

Serhii Karmazin, 45, a civilian Ukrainian who came to Russia to visit his sister after the start of the full-scale invasion, was arrested in February on sabotage charges. The FSB, Russia's security service, claimed
he had set railway equipment in Moscow Oblast on fire and planned to blow up an oil refinery for $1,000 on behalf of Ukraine's Security Service.

Lawyers have not been able to access Karmazin, who is kept in Moscow's notorious Lefortrovo Prison, infamous for Joseph Stalin regime purges, and the Soviet KGB jail for political prisoners. Wall Street
Journal reporter, Evan Gershkovich, has been held there.

There are "hundreds of people (like Karmazin) who come to Russia for a job or to their families, mostly to work" who have been charged with espionage, said Romanova, a prisoner rights defender.

Romanova and her colleagues cheer when they find a Ukrainian with charges in Russian detention centers. "It means they are alive," she said.

The fate of many more Ukrainian "civilian hostages" remains uncertain.

"Russia hides Ukrainians after (they are) being sentenced by courts," Romanova said, adding her Russia Behind Bars NGO traced 460 Ukrainians.

Bringing hostages home

Holding "civilian hostages" constitutes a war crime along with violating several other conventions Russia could be brought to justice for, said Mikhail Savva, a Russian-born legal expert at the Ukrainian human
rights organization Center for Civil Liberties.

"If there are no charges against civilians, every party to the Geneva Conventions is obliged to return them as soon as possible," Savva, a former Russian political prisoner, told the Kyiv Independent.

He said Russia exploits this loophole phrase in the Geneva Convention to keep Ukrainian civilians in legal limbo.

"We can say Russia has a system of war crimes against Ukrainian civilians. Holding a civilian (in custody) for a long term without legal authorization is a war crime of deprivation of liberty and access to justice,"
he said.

Meanwhile, Yatsenko, a spokesperson for Ukraine HQ for POWs Treatment, said Russia often does not bother to count "civilian hostages."

"It hinders finding them while all the powers of the penitentiary system are applied with inhumane traditions of the Soviet Union and Tsarist Russia," said Yatsenko.

Both Yatsenko and Savva said civilians cannot be exchanged for prisoners of war under international law as it would jeopardize millions of Ukrainians living under Russian occupation.

Human rights defenders suggest amending the international law and sanctioning Russia-run prison heads, Savva said, adding that there is currently no way to coerce countries to return civilian hostages with
international law.

To punish Russia for alleged crimes, Ukraine is supposed to notify Moscow of violating international law by holding civilian hostages. Following the note, Ukraine's Foreign Ministry can appeal to the
International Court of Justice if there is no intermediary country to help the parties resolve the issue.

Ukraine's Foreign Ministry has so far not done so, Savva said.

Mykhailo believes he was lucky to be back home. When he arrived at the central station in mid-August, he embarked on a six-kilometer walk home to feel a freeman.

"Mom met me. We kept silent for a while and then cried," he said.

Ukraine Opens War Crimes Inquiry Into Soldiers' Deaths (The New York Times) By Matthew Mpoke Bigg 
December 5, 2023

Prosecutors in Ukraine have started a war crimes investigation into whether Russian troops shot dead two Ukrainian soldiers who were in the act of
surrendering, the latest episode in which the government in Kyiv has accused Moscow of violating the Geneva Conventions.

The prosecutor general's office said that the incident took place at an observation post in Donetsk region outside the village of Stepove, a few miles northwest of the city of Avdiivka, which Russian forces have
attempted to storm in recent weeks. It did not say when the incident took place. "The killing of prisoners of war is a gross violation of the Geneva Conventions and amounts to a grave international crime," the
office said in a statement on the Telegram messaging app. Reports of summary executions and the mistreatment of prisoners of war have fueled outrage in Ukraine, symbolizing what Ukrainians view as the
cruel and lawless nature of the full-scale invasion that the Kremlin launched in February last year. A video of the purported incident circulated online over the weekend. It shows a man in combat uniform and
helmet emerging gingerly from a foxhole with his hands behind his head. He is watched by at least five soldiers poised a few yards away who point what appear to be machine guns at him. The man, who does
not appear to be armed, lies face down in the dirt, facing away from the other men. After a second man in uniform emerges with his hands on his head, the soldiers open fire, puffs of smoke visible from their
guns. The first man briefly attempts to get up. The video, which is in black and white and had been set to ominous music, appears to have been filmed from a drone flying above tree height. The New York Times
was not able to verify the video's authenticity given its resolution. The United Nations' Human Rights Monitoring Mission in Ukraine, which has analyzed the video, said that in its present form it provides
insufficient information to determine exactly what happened, according to a spokesman, Krzysztof Janowski. Ukrainian troops later retook the trench, killing the Russian soldiers seen in the video in battle,
according to Vitalii Barabash, the head of the military administration in Avdiivka. It was not possible to verify that claim. War crimes are central to Ukraine's accusations against Russia, and the execution of
surrendering prisoners, if confirmed, could qualify as a violation of the Geneva Conventions. The International Criminal Court in March issued an arrest warrant for President Vladimir V. Putin of Russia and a
second Russian official on accusations of war crimes over the abduction and deportation of children from Ukraine. In March, Ukraine began a war crimes investigation into a video that emerged of what it said
was the execution of a Ukrainian prisoner of war by Russian soldiers. Also that month, United Nations investigators said they had documented 15 cases in which Russian soldiers had summarily executed
Ukrainian soldiers and 25 cases in which Ukrainian soldiers had summarily executed Russian troops. Ukrainian officials contested the report's findings. In another report, in October, United Nations
investigators said they had verified six additional cases in which Russian security personnel had executed Ukrainian troops. Rights group say that both sides have abused detainees, but that Russia's treatment
of surrendering soldiers and detainees is far more severe. And while Kyiv has granted rights groups access to some detention sites, Moscow has not.

U.S. charges Russian soldiers with war crimes for allegedly torturing American in Ukraine (CBS News) By Robert Legare. Jeff Pegues
December 6, 2023

Federal prosecutors in the U.S. charged four Russian soldiers with war crimes for allegedly abducting and torturing an American citizen in Ukraine
shortly after Russia's invasion, the Justice Department announced Wednesday.

The soldiers — two commanding officers and two lower-ranking soldiers — were charged with three war crimes for their alleged mistreatment of an American living in Ukraine. The commanding officers are
identified as Suren Seiranovich Mkrtchyan and Dmitry Budnik, while the two other soldiers are known only by their first names, Valerii and Nazar.

Each of the defendants is charged with unlawful confinement, torture and inhuman treatment, as well as one count of conspiracy to commit war crimes, the Justice Department said. The charges, brought under
a 1996 federal law that criminalized violations of the Geneva Conventions, were handed down in an indictment on Tuesday in the Eastern District of Virginia, Attorney General Merrick Garland said in an
announcement at the Justice Department. None of the men are in U.S. custody.

"These charges, against four Russia-affiliated military personnel, are the Justice Department's first criminal charges under the U.S. war crimes statute. They are also an important step toward accountability for
the Russian regime's illegal war in Ukraine," Garland said. "Our work is far from done."

The alleged war crimes

Prosecutors alleged Mkrtchyan and his soldiers abducted the unnamed victim from the village of Mylove in the Kherson Oblast region in southern Ukraine in April 2022. They beat him and illegally held him in
custody for 10 days, according to the Justice Department.

Officials said some of the men either led or participated in interrogation sessions and tortured the victim, at times stripping him of his clothes and photographing him and beating him.

The co-conspirators "threw [the victim] face down to the ground while he was naked, tied his hands behind his back, pointed a gun at his head, and beat him with their feet, their fists, and the stocks of their
guns," prosecutors said in the nine-page indictment.

In one particularly brutal session, Garland said Budnik "threatened the victim with death and asked him for his last words." Nazar and others then took the victim outside.

"There, they forced him to the ground and put a gun to the back of his head. The victim believed he was about to be killed. They moved the gun just before pulling the trigger and the bullet went just past his
head," Garland said. "After the mock execution, the victim was beaten and interrogated again."

Charging documents said the unnamed victim had been living in Ukraine since 2021 and had not fought or participated in the war.

The charges against the four Russian soldiers come after multiple visits by Garland and other Justice Department officials to the war-torn nation. The Justice Department is assisting in the investigation of
alleged war crimes committed by Russia, including by creating a War Crimes Accountability team to investigate potential war crimes in Ukraine that fall under U.S. jurisdiction. U.S. investigators are also
assisting the Ukrainians in gathering and documenting evidence of Russian atrocities.

Garland commended Ukraine's law enforcement for their work in the investigation that resulted in the latest charges, and said he expected the U.S. to bring more charges in the future.

Secretary of Homeland Security Alejandro Mayorkas and FBI Director Christopher Wray, whose investigators took part in the year-long investigation, also spoke Wednesday. Federal investigators traveled to
Europe in August of 2022 to speak with the victim, who had been evacuated after his ordeal, Mayorkas revealed.

"The evidence gathered by our agents speaks to the brutality, criminality, and depravity" of Russia, he said.

Ukraine's COP28 mission: Punish Russia's 'environmental war crimes' (Yahoo News) By Tim McDonnell
December 8, 2023

The Scene

Ukraine's pavilion at COP28 is dominated by a sloping red tile roof, propped up on display near the door. The roof is a century old, and once topped a house near the Kakhovka Dam, which was destroyed by the
Russian military in June. The house was one of more than 3,000 destroyed when the dam's reservoir spilled out, and its roof — shipped to Dubai in a custom-built container — is now stacked up here alongside
dozens of burned timbers, corn husks, and canisters of soil.

These artifacts are evidence of the environmental toll of Russia's invasion, Oleksii Riabchyn, a former member of Ukraine's parliament and member of the country's COP28 delegation, told U.S. climate envoy
John Kerry and U.S. Agency for International Development director Samantha Power during a tour of the pavilion. "We're here to raise inconvenient questions," he said. "Who will pay for the damage to the
dam? Who will pay for the carbon emitted in Ukraine because of the war?"

Ukraine's mission at COP28 is a bit different than most. Like many, it is here to tout its clean energy accomplishments, including a $500 million expansion of wind farms just a few miles from the front line. But
it is also in Dubai to promote an unprecedented campaign to hold Russia legally accountable for what top officials describe as environmental war crimes.

"The environment should no longer be a silent victim of war," Maksym Popov, a prosecutor leading the investigation, told me.

Tim's view

Ukraine's effort presents a daunting task for prosecutors, both in terms of gathering evidence and in ultimately holding individual Russian military officers accountable. But it's grounded firmly in international
law, experts say, and may provide an opening for the International Criminal Court to more easily prosecute environmental damages in other future conflicts.

"The fact that Ukraine is committed to putting resources into accountability here is an opportunity to breathe life into underused provisions of international criminal law, and leave a legacy of protection for the
environment," said Kate Mackintosh, executive director of the Promise Institute for Human Rights at the University of California-Los Angeles law school.

https://www.justiceinfo.net/en/125833-what-judicial-truth-without-material-evidence.html
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https://balkaninsight.com/2023/12/11/strpci-case-retrial-is-frustrating-for-victimss-families-lawyer-says/
https://anfenglish.com/rojava-syria/turkish-army-shells-civilian-settlements-in-rojava-70583
https://www.thedefensepost.com/2023/12/03/erdogan-rejects-us-hamas-ties/
https://anfenglish.com/kurdistan/hpg-turkey-continues-to-commit-war-crimes-70626
https://balkaninsight.com/2023/12/12/former-guerrilla-arrested-in-kosovo-sent-to-the-hague/
https://www.ukrinform.net/rubric-ato/3794715-fortyfive-states-call-for-investigating-russian-war-crimes-holding-those-responsible-to-account.html
https://kyivindependent.com/im-afraid-well-never-find-them-russia-holding-thousands-of-ukrainian-civilians-hostage/
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A key reason why environmental war crimes charges haven't been previously pursued in other conflicts is because most governments under siege have been unable or unwilling to document damages in real
time, Ruslan Strilets, Ukraine's environment minister, told Semafor. But because Kyiv views the destruction of its natural resources as an intentional strategy by Russia to undermine its economy, public health,
and national identity, it is scrambling to document environmental impacts — the cost of which amounts to at least $60 billion, he said — even while juggling many other complications of the war. One of Strilets'
priorities at COP28, he said, is to share that methodology with other countries and build support for international prosecutions.

"We don't want to lose any information about this war, because it's absolutely impossible to get the reparations from the aggressor without correct data," he said. "We want our methodologies to be concrete and
to verify the bill we will give to Russia in the future."

Much of that task falls to Popov, who is leading what he called the largest team of federal investigators in the country's history. The overarching goal, he said, is to show that Russia's invasion has caused
"widespread, long-term, and severe damage to the natural environment," which is considered a war crime under the Geneva Convention. It entails compiling banks of soil samples from toxic contamination on
farmland, working with ecologists to estimate the death of wildlife (including dolphins in the Black Sea killed by naval operations and endangered newts left stranded by the dam explosion), and mapping
wetlands and forests trampled by tanks or destroyed by shelling. So far, Popov said, the team has identified more than 250 incidents it believes qualify as environmental war crimes.

This work is challenging for a number of reasons, Popov said. The prosecutor's office lacks scientific expertise and equipment, and has had to recruit university researchers to assist in the effort. Many of the
damaged areas are either heavily mined, facing ongoing shelling, or under occupation. And as with any war crime prosecution, there is the challenge of identifying specific Russian military officers who ordered
certain acts of destruction.

This work will take time, he said, probably years. Eventually, the plan is to bring cases within Ukraine — which allows defendants to stand trial in absentia, allowing the possibility of prosecutions without the
extremely challenging step of arresting Russian officers — as well as European courts that hear international charges and the ICC. Representatives of the ICC's field office in Ukraine have accompanied members
of Popov's team on data collection trips, he said, although an ICC spokesperson declined to comment on whether its prosecutor will bring charges.

Mackintosh said she thinks there's a good chance they will, leveraging Ukraine's investment into the investigation to set a precedent for future conflicts that's in line with the spirit of COP28.

"We think of the laws of war as protecting people," she said. "But there's a growing realization that there's no separation between people and the environment, and this is filtering through to the laws of war."

The arrest of Russian officers may be impossible as long as President Vladimir Putin remains in office. But past war crimes prosecutions have shown that patience can pay off, once defendants lose political
protection in their home countries or travel to jurisdictions willing to extradite them.

Room for Disagreement

Ukraine is also seeking reparations for war-related emissions — 150 million metric tons of CO2 from fuel consumption, building reconstruction, and deforestation, according to an estimate by researchers
working with the Kyiv School of Economics this week. That may prove more challenging, as climate impacts are not explicitly covered by the Geneva Convention.

The View From the Russian Pavilion

On the opposite side of the summit from the Ukraine pavilion, Russia's pavilion made no mention of the war, and was basically an immersive ad for the state nuclear power company Rosatom. Staff at the
pavilion declined to answer questions or to provide contact information for a press officer; messages to Yury Sentyurin, a Russian foreign ministry official on the COP28 delegation, were not returned. Putin
visited the UAE for a few hours on Wednesday, but not the summit itself, instead meeting with President Sheikh Mohamed bin Zayed Al Nahyan in Abu Dhabi to discuss the oil market.

In a press conference at COP28 during Putin's visit, Kerry paid him a backhanded compliment: "By virtue of what he's done in Ukraine," he said, "he single-handedly accelerated the energy transition in Europe
more than anyone else."

Notable

The European Union is preparing to allow individual member states to block natural gas imports from Russia, the Financial Times reported. The bloc still gets about 10% of its gas from Russia, in part because
existing law makes it difficult for European companies to extract themselves from contracts that pre-date the full-scale invasion.
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Truth and Reconciliation Commission

Sri Lanka to establish independent commission for truth and reconciliation (Jurist) By James Joseph 
December 9, 2023

The Sri Lankan government announced Friday the establishment an independent Commission for Truth, Unity and Reconciliation through an act
introduced in Sri Lanka’s Parliament. The government stated that the commission is intended to “ensure an inclusive process in developing
legislation that strengthens and safeguards national unity through truth, transitional justice, reconciliation, reparation and social cohesion.” The
commission will also aim to prevent any conflict between various ethnic groups within the country, such as Tamils, who recently a spate of arrests
following commemoration of fallen Tamil separatist soldiers.

Pending the creation of the new law, Sri Lanka has created the Secretariat for the Truth and Reconciliation Mechanism to push to ensure the commission is successfully established. The move came after the
Parliament appointed a sub-committee to oversee the matter in October 2022.

International groups—including the UN Human Rights Council and Human Rights Watch (HRW)—have previously leveled criticism at Sri Lanka for violating human rights standards. In September, a coalition
of human rights organizations announced they had “grave reservations” about the Sri Lankan government’s plan to establish a commission. Similar sentiment was echoed in a 2021 UN report, in which the UN
said that the “failure of Sri Lanka to address past violations has significantly heightened the risk of human rights violations being repeated.”

A 2011 report from Sri Lanka’s government found, “The Sri Lankan military didn’t deliberately target civilians but the rebel Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE) repeatedly violated international
humanitarian law.” The report did not mention or address any of the alleged war crimes committed during the 26-year civil war. To this day, the government continues to target activists and campaigners from
the ethnic Tamil minority, according to a recent report from HRW. The report documented abuse suffered by family members of Tamils who “disappeared” during the civil war. Human rights organizations
have repeatedly made reference to Sri Lanka’s Prevention of Terrorism Act (PTA).

If there are any challenges to the act creating the commission, they will need to be brought to the Supreme Court of Sri Lanka within 14 days of it being placed on an order paper before the Parliament. So far,
the proposed act is still in the drafting phase, so no such challenge has been brought.
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Indian Coast Guard organizes 15th Capacity Building Officers’ Meeting in Gujarat to strengthen international cooperation to combat maritime piracy (Press Information Bureau,
Delhi) December 12, 2023

The Indian Coast Guard (ICG) is organising the 15th edition of Capacity Building Senior Officers’ Meeting (CBSOM-2023) with the Regional
Cooperation Agreement on Combating Piracy and Armed Robbery against Ships in Asia (ReCAAP) at Gandhinagar, Gujarat from December 11 to 15,
2023. The objective of the meeting is to understand the updated situation of maritime piracy and armed robbery against ships in Asia, exchange each
others’ experiences and evolve best practices to tackle such incidents with a collaborative approach from all the contracting parties.

Being the designated Indian Governor to ReCAAP, Director General Rakesh Pal had inaugurated the four-day meeting, which is being attended by international and national subject matter experts and
speakers. A total of 19 international delegates from 15 countries are participating in the meeting. In addition, senior officials from the national stakeholders such as Indian Navy, major ports, State Maritime
Boards, Directorate General of Shipping, including other maritime organisations, are participating in this meeting.

The ReCAAP is the first and only regional government-to-government agreement to enhance cooperation to suppress piracy. India became the 10th country to ratify the ReCAAP agreement enabling it to enter
into force on September 04, 2006. Now, there are 21 countries contracting party to the ReCAAP agreement. Government of India has assigned the responsibility to the ICG for sharing of information on piracy
to member countries and ReCAAP Information Sharing Centre, Singapore. The ICG had successfully co-hosted Capacity Building workshops in India with ReCAAP ISC in 2011, 2017 and 2019.

Attacks on shipping in the Red Sea (Hellenic Shipping New Worldwide) December 10, 2023

Attacks on shipping in the Red Sea (Hellenic Shipping New Worldwide) December 10, 2023 https://www.hellenicshippingnews.com/attacks-on-shipping-in-the-red-sea/ There have been a number of recent
attacks on commercial ships in waters around the Red Sea and off the coast of Yemen. It was reported that, on 19 November, Houthis seized “Galaxy Leader” (a car carrier), which was taken to Hodeidah, and
that, on 26 November, they seized “Central Park” (a chemical tanker). On 27 November, “CMA CGM Symi” (a container vessel) was said to come under attack by a drone in the Indian Ocean. All three vessels
were alleged to have had links with Israel, although this may not have been the case with regard to “Central Park”.

There have been a number of recent attacks on commercial ships in waters around the Red Sea and off the coast of Yemen. It was reported that, on
19 November, Houthis seized “Galaxy Leader” (a car carrier), which was taken to Hodeidah, and that, on 26 November, they seized “Central Park” (a
chemical tanker). On 27 November, “CMA CGM Symi” (a container vessel) was said to come under attack by a drone in the Indian Ocean. All three
vessels were alleged to have had links with Israel, although this may not have been the case with regard to “Central Park”.

On 3 December, three vessels, “Unity Explorer”, “Number 9”, and the “Sophie II”, were reported as being attacked by Houthi militants who apparently asserted that two of the vessels were linked to Israel.Other
vessels (in the same management as “Galaxy Leader”) have been diverted to avoid passing Yemen.

The issue arises as to whether owners/disponent owners may be entitled to refuse to proceed on a particular route, in order to minimise the risk of being attacked, under charter parties which incorporate (say)
the latest version of the Conwartime 2013 or Voywar 2013 clauses. For purposes of these clauses, owners/disponent owners may refuse to proceed if, in the reasonable judgement of the master and/or the
owners, the vessel “may be exposed” to actual, threatened or reported hostilities, warlike operations or seizure which “may be dangerous or may become dangerous”.

There is a lack of clarity as to what is meant by “may” or the level of danger required. Although the BIMCO Commentary suggests that the test is based on whether an area is dangerous and that the level of
danger is likely to be high, that intention may not be clearly reflected in the clauses. However, it is clear that, under English Law, any judgement must be made in good faith and be “objectively reasonable”, for
which purposes owners/disponent owners should make “all necessary enquiries”; see The Triton Lark [2012] 1 Lloyd’s Rep. 151.

In practice, the question as to whether owners/disponent owners would be entitled to refuse to proceed on a particular route under a particular clause will be contract-and fact-dependent. This may depend
upon the security measures in place at the relevant time, the extent to which attacks continue (or are permitted to continue) and the extent to which vessels have some nexus with Israel.

The position may be fast moving. Therefore, if owners/disponent owners/operators are concerned, they should seek advice on the current situation.

Houthi maritime attacks signal alarming rise in piracy sophistication, require urgent global response (Dryad Global) December 6, 2023

In a concerning development, recent Houthi attacks at sea indicate a level of sophistication and training previously unseen in maritime piracy.

The seizure of the commercial ship Galaxy Leader, carried out by the Houthis with likely support from Iran, highlights their growing capabilities. The international community must respond swiftly by sending a
strong message to Iran, treating the captive marines as hostages, and preparing for potential future attack.

The Houthi video of the seizure shows they not only pose a threat to regional waters but also to the global economy. The Houthis have been launching missiles over the Red Sea, using drones to overfly US
warships, and have now seized a commerchail ship with alleged ties to Isreal. This well-executed assault, which involved a well-equipped commando team, emphasizes the need for immediate action.

The implications of this audacious act of piracy are significant, and the US and its allies must take decisive steps to address the situation. They should send a clear message to Iran, hold them accountable for
their support of the Houthis, and ensure that the captive mariners are released immediately.

Additionally, the international community should consider implementing counterpiracy measures, such as convoying vessels, sharing intelligence, and deploying armed security teams onboard ships. It is
crucial to consult with regional allies, particularly Saudi Arabia, to coordinate efforts and protect the waters of the Middle East. The chilling Houthi video serves as a warning to mariners and highlights the
urgent need to address this emerging threat to global maritime security and economy.

Somali Pirates are back in action: but a full scale return isn’t likely. Here’s why (The Conversation) December 12, 2023

An Iranian fishing vessel, Almeraj 1, was reportedly hijacked by Somali pirates in November 2023. According to media reports, the pirates demanded
US$400,000 in ransom and threatened to use the Iranian ship for additional hijackings if the payment was not made.

Two days later, other Somali pirates hijacked a tanker, Central Park, off the Yemeni coast. The tanker sent a distress signal during the attack. Forces from a nearby American warship captured the pirates as they
tried to flee in a small boat. The two attacks have led the Somali government to call for greater international support to deter a resurgence of piracy in the Horn of Africa. Similar fears that Somali piracy was on
the rebound surfaced after five previous attacks in 2017, 2018, 2019 and 2020. We have been studying the rise and fall of Somali piracy, and have tracked the problem for years. We do not regard a major rise in
Somali piracy as likely. Following previous threats, local authorities, experts and organisations tracking piracy globally warned that Somali pirates retained the capacity to launch attacks. This is also the current
assessment of the International Maritime Bureau’s Piracy Reporting Centre, which acts to suppress piracy and armed robbery at sea. The concern is not surprising. Somali piracy was a major threat to the region
and the world economy at its height in 2011. That year alone, Somali pirates carried out 212 attacks. The World Bank estimated that these cost the world economy US $18 billion. In a recent analysis, we
concluded that a range of anti-piracy measures had put a stop to Somali piracy. The measures fall into four main categories: 1. anti-piracy naval operations by the world’s most capable navies 2. costly self-
protection measures, including the use of armed guards, by most flag states and shipping owners 3. a legal toolbox enabling pirate prosecution and imprisonment 4. capacity-building and the ability to imprison
pirates regionally and in Somalia. These measures remain largely in place. Measure 1: The size of anti-piracy naval operations may have shrunk but some international forces remain active. Nato – an
intergovernmental military alliance between 29 European and two North American member states – terminated its anti-piracy mission in 2016. However, the European Union retains its mission, as does a US-
led coalition. Together they seek to suppress piracy outside the territorial waters of Somalia and other coastal states in the region. In addition, independent deployers like China have warships on patrol.
Measure 2: Most commercial ships sailing through the Gulf of Aden, the Somali basin and the Indian Ocean follow many of the self-protection measures recommended by flag states and the main maritime
industry organisations. While the number of ships carrying armed guards has dropped considerably, most commercial ships report to the maritime security centres, follow the recommended transit corridor
protected by international naval forces and join group transits. Measure 3: The legal toolbox and the post-trial transfer system making it possible to prosecute pirates and imprison them in Somalia remains in
place. This makes jail the most likely destination for the five pirates recently apprehended by US forces following their hijacking of Central Park. Successful prosecution and imprisonment would signal to other
pirates that piracy remains an unprofitable undertaking off the Somali coast. Measure 4: International efforts continue to increase the capacity of Somalia and other regional states to patrol their national
waters. The EU’s capacity building mission in Somalia, for instance, still supports Somalia’s maritime security sector. It seeks to strengthen the sector’s capacity to deter, capture and prosecute pirates. The
successful operations undertaken by the Puntland Maritime Police Force – including securing the release of hostages – indicate that these efforts are paying off. These anti-piracy measures continue to be
implemented by a broad coalition of state and private actors. They include states from outside the region, regional nations, Somali authorities and the international shipping industry. As long as these actors
continue to invest in maintaining these measures, Somali piracy will remain unprofitable. High risks, few rewards It remains to be seen if the ransom demand for the Iranian fishing vessel Almeraj 1 will
succeed. However, pirates don’t appear to have made any money from any of the other five attacks launched in the 2017-2023 period. We haven’t been able to ascertain if any ransom was paid to secure the
release of a Panama-flagged ship captured in August 2020. In the other four instances, the attacks either failed or didn’t result in ransom payments. Even if the US$400,000 ransom demand succeeds, it doesn’t
alter the overall conclusion that piracy off the Somali coast remains a high-risk undertaking with a low probability of success. This suggests that a major increase in Somali piracy is highly unlikely. If it did
happen, though, it would be easy for international naval forces and the shipping industry to reduce the prospects of success by stepping up naval patrols and reintroducing armed guards.

UN, stakeholders, raise concern on piracy maritime crimes (The Guardian) By Oludare Richards 
December 6, 2023

The United Nations Development Program (UNDP) has expressed concerns over the spate of increased piracy and maritime crimes in the Gulf of
Guinea as the steady reduction in the menace experienced between 2021 and 2022 has been overlapped by recent developments.

A reported upward push of about 50 per cent in piracy and maritime crimes has been recorded from the first nine months of 2023 vis-à-vis the corresponding period in 2022.

Sixty-five incidents of piracy and armed robbery against ships were recorded in the first half of 2023 representing an increase from 58 incidents for the same period in 2022. Of the 65 incidents reported, 57
vessels were boarded, four had attempted attacks, two were hijacked and two were fired upon.

The UNDP said anti-piracy and other maritime crimes has been a source of concern to not only Nigeria, but also international business actors who move their goods and services to other countries like Nigeria
through the sea.

According to UNDP Team Lead, Governance, Peace & Security, Mr. Matthew Alao: “There is an upsurge in this crime and criminality in the Gulf of Guinea (GoG), especially to the lives of the crew at sea,
because within a period of nine months of this year, about 70 crew were victims of piracy and maritime crimes. 54 were taken hostages, 14 were kidnapped and two are injured.

Mr. Also conveyed this during an Anti-Piracy and Prevention of Maritime Crimes Course organized by the Martin Luther Agwai International Leadership and Peacekeeping Centre (MLAILPKC) at the Nigerian
Army School of Finance in Lagos.

“This astronomical increase in the piracy and maritime crimes reported by the International Maritime Bureau (IMB) of the International Chambers of Commerce (ICC) in GoG is a wakeup call to all maritime
actors to step up efforts at combating piracy and all forms of crimes and criminalities in GoG coastal areas,” Mr. Also said.

He said the urgent need to tackle the upsurge prompted intervention in the training of core stakeholders from countries around the GoG by the MLAILPKC through the initiative of the project funded by the
Government of Japan since 2021 to address maritime security and the broader crimes that happen at sea.

MLAILPKC, with the technical collaboration from the Nigerian Navy, has trained 117 beneficiaries in four past courses organized between 2021 and 2023 project cycle.

The most recent course scheduled to run for 2 weeks was inaugurated November 20, 2023 marking the milestone as the fifth course conducted by the Centre since project inception in 2021.

Mr. Also said the course, being a timely intervention, will strengthen the skills and knowledge of the participants on anti-piracy and prevention of maritime crimes and will complement the resilient
interventions of other players in GoG region.

Commandant of the MLAILPKC, Brigadier General Obinna Godwin Onubogu, said the maritime course series, which has been running consecutively in since 2021 in Jaji, Kaduna State, had to hold in Lagos
this time to enhance the training experience by taking advantage of the maritime environment, as well as conduct practical lessons at sea on anti piracy.

“We also have support from the Nigerian Navy, who will be helping us with some of those practical demonstrations in Lagos here,” the Commandant said.

Brig. General Onubogu said participants on the current course run are drawn from four countries that included Ghana, Benin, Togo, and Nigeria. He noted though that the MLAILPKC trains participants,
particularly from West African countries in areas that cover all aspects of maritime security. The current course run though is done in a specialised capacity to focus more on piracy issues around the Gulf of
Guinea.

“We have participants from the Ghana Navy, Beninoise Navy, we even have participants for the Maritime Police of Nigeria. Each one will take a bit of the program that they’ve learned and go back to the
organizations and implement what they learned and their leaders and the heads of the organizations will see the impact that these participants will have at the end of this course,” he said.

Also part of the course are participants from the Nigerian Navy, Nigerian Army, the Nigerian Air Force the Nigerian Maritime Administration and Safety Agency (NIMASA) with expected participants from the
Cameroon Armed Forces. Chief of Training Army Maj. Gen. Sanni G. Mohammed rep by Brigadier General Julius E Osifo said the challenge being faced in the maritime sector, including maritime crimes such
as piracy, requires that creating a safe maritime environment will remain an area of special interest for various governments along the GoG.

Security is important to the sector because the maritime sector has always played an important role in the economy of governments of the Gulf of Guinea and enormous trans-shipping and fishing activities take
place in this sector with huge developmental impacts on their national economies, Brigadier General Osifo said.

The Guardian gathered that the intervention of the UNDP, MLAILPKC and the Government of Japan is apt, especially as the Commercial Crime Services of the International Chamber of Commerce (ICC),
reported that in recent developments of maritime crime in the Gulf of Guinea, perpetrators have successfully boarded 90% of targeted vessels. Violence towards crew continues with 36 taken hostage, 14
kidnapped, three threatened, two injured and one assaulted.

The ICC International Maritime Bureau (IMB) raised its concern on the resurgence of reported incidents in the Gulf of Guinea waters and the increase in incidents in the Singapore Straits in its mid-year report
for 2023. IMB Director Michael Howlett said: “The resurgence in reported incidents including hostage situations and crew kidnappings in the Gulf of Guinea waters is concerning. The IMB calls for continued,
robust regional and international naval presence as a deterrent to address these crimes.”
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