Human rights situation worsened in 2008, says HRCP report 
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LAHORE, April 6: The human rights situation worsened last year, dashing hopes that things could only get better after a sombre 2007. 

The Human Rights Commission of Pakistan said in its annual report, released on Monday, that although significant steps were taken in some areas by the civilian government, many expectations were not fulfilled. 

The report, titled ‘State of Human Rights in 2008’, said that the new government allowed greater freedom of assembly, expression and movement and a new law on industrial relations freed trade unions from some of the curbs imposed by the previous regime, but women continued to suffer more than the rest of the population at the hands of Taliban, and on account of inhuman customs and traditions. 

While election results of 2008 made it abundantly clear that the militants enjoyed very little support amongst the voters, militants’ sway and religious tolerance spread unchecked, it added. 

The lot of victims of forced disappearances did not change as citizens continued to face harassment by state agents and terrorists alike. 

The report maintained that terrorism remained one of the major problems. At least 67 suicide attacks killed 973 people and injured 2,318 across the country. The number of terrorist attacks in the NWFP alone was 1,016, including 37 suicide bombings in which 961 people lost their lives and 1,698 sustained injuries. 

At least 289 people were killed in police encounters, 73 of which took place in Karachi alone, while 186 individuals were recovered from illegal police custody. Lahore accounted for 119 of them. 

Women remained subject to violence -- 1,210 were killed for various reasons, including 612 for honour. Over eight hundred were sexually harassed, 350 raped, 45 gang-raped and 13 were stripped, according to HRCP. 

Domestic violence killed 185 women, with four recorded instances of amputation. At least 138 women were injured and 30 killed as a result of burnings and the number of acid burn victims was 37. 

Continued targeting of girls’ schools and teachers in Taliban-infested areas, especially Swat and Dir, and places affected by conflict between local militants and the army caused immense setbacks to women’s education. 

The report said that at least 114 children were killed for various reasons, including for honour and karo-kari, and at least 221 girls and several hundred boys were reported to have been raped, gang-raped, subjected to sodomy or stripped in public. 

The country’s national report on child sexual abuse and exploitation revealed approximately 700,000 children lived and worked on the streets of major cities, while media reports suggested that children were being recruited by armed militias across Pakistan and trained for terrorist attacks. 

The failure to implement the National Plan for Action for the Elimination of Child Labour, which was introduced in 2001, meant that child labour and their exploitation continued unchecked. 

About freedom of thought, conscience and religion, the report said that members of religious minorities were targeted because of their faith. Three Ahmadis were killed in September after a popular television channel declared that killing Ahmadis was permissible under Islamic norms. In Kurram tribal agency, clashes between members of Sunni and Shia sects led to over 1,000 deaths. 

Freedom of expression

Highlighting the situation of freedom of expression, the HRCP report said nine journalists were killed and one committed suicide, four were kidnapped and two went missing. At least 34 journalists were arrested in different parts of Sindh under anti-terrorism and anti-riot provisions in the wake of Benazir Bhutto’s assassination. 

The report said that working journalists and other employees in the print and electronic media continued to face job insecurity along with hardship due to non-payment of earned wages by a large number of media managements. 

About freedom of assembly and movement, it said the campaign for general elections was hampered by government restrictions and threats of violence by militants though lawyers and members of civil society continued to hold rallies across the country, including a long march on Islamabad in June, to press the government to restore the deposed judges. 

About political participation, serious impediments to democratic electoral process were documented as 130 people were killed in politically-motivated attacks in the pre-election period.Differences within coalition partners at the centre emerged over the PPP’s reluctance to honour its word on pre-emergency judiciary, leading the PML-N to pull out its members from the federal cabinet in May 2008. 

Gen Pervez Musharraf resigned as president in the face of impeachment, but his successor President Asif Ali Zardari did not fulfil his commitment to relinquish the extra-constitutional presidential powers he had vowed to restore to parliament, the report lamented. 

Adverse economic conditions in all sectors of the economy affected employment prospects of the workforce and led to large-scale layoffs. The report said 500,000 workers employed by textile industry lost their jobs because energy shortages had affected production. 

About the education sector, the report said that of 4,575 primary schools in the public sector in Fata, 1,777 were without basic facilities, including drinking water, toilets, electricity and boundary walls. 

It said of 57,000 schools across Sindh, over 8,000 were ghost schools while nearly 6.5 million children in the age group of five to nine remained out of schools, over 2.6 million in the NWFP. 

The report said the government had claimed that 14,656 madressahs had been registered, leaving between 1,000 and 1,500 institutions all over the country unregistered, but the issue of incorporating federal education boards’ syllabus into the madressah course had not been settled. 

It said at least 96 polio cases were reported and one doctor was available for every 1,225 persons, while felling of trees and environmental degradation due to road expansion, development schemes and housing societies contributed to the declining health levels in the country.About the refugee status in Pakistan in 2008, the report said that 282,496 registered Afghans were repatriated, at least 0.6 million people were displaced by the conflict in Fata and around 50,000 refugees were given three days to leave Bajaur. 

The report revealed that the National Assembly adopted four bills during its 98 sittings after the Feb 18 elections. Eleven bills introduced in the assembly were pending with the standing committees and the government also tabled six ordinances. 

The report also depicted a gloomy picture of state of jails as around 7,500 condemned prisoners were on death row and 237 people were awarded the death penalty. Thirty-six were executed last year. 

The capacity of 20 jails in Sindh was 9,000 but over 20,000 prisoners were kept there, while 59,000 prisoners were detained in 32 prisons across the country meant for detaining no more than 21,000, the report said. 

At least 76 prisoners died in jails and 293 foreigners, including convicted and under-trial prisoners, were detained in jails in Punjab alone. 

At least 2,528 people, including 1,725 men and 803 women, committed suicide in 2008. The ratio suggests that seven people commit suicide in Pakistan every day. The prime cause of suicides is poverty.Asma Jahangir, the HRCP Chairperson, Co-chairperson Iqbal Haider, Secretary General I. A. Rehman, Dr Mubashir Hasan and Najam U Din and others were present on the occasion. 

Mr Rehman shared key facts of the report with the media. 

