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BURUNDI
Civilians in Burundi face a risk of mass atrocity crimes as a 

political crisis has led to targeted violence that threatens to 

further destabilize the country.

BACKGROUND
Civil unrest erupted in Burundi following the 26 April 
announcement by the ruling Conseil National Pour la Défense 
de la Démocratie–Forces pour la Défense de la Démocratie 
(CNDD-FDD) that President Pierre Nkurunziza would seek a 
third term in the country's elections.

President Nkurunziza's candidacy was regarded by the political 
opposition and many civil society groups as being in violation of 
the constitution and the 2000 Arusha Peace and Reconciliation 
Agreement. The Arusha Peace Agreement brought an end to 
a civil war that was mainly fought on an ethnic basis, claimed 
the lives of over 350,000 people and led to the displacement of 
more than 1 million civilians between 1993 and 2005.

Legislative and presidential elections proceeded on 29 June 
and 21 July despite civil protests, a general boycott by the 
opposition and mediation under the auspices of the East African 
Community (EAC), AU and UN that sought additional delays to 
the electoral calendar.

President Nkurunziza won the presidential election with 69.4 
percent of the vote. On 27 July the UN electoral monitoring 
mission in Burundi (MENUB) concluded that the elections were 
not conducted in a free, credible and inclusive manner. On 20 
August Nkurunziza was sworn in as President and on 25 August 
appointed a new cabinet.
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SERIOUS 
CONCERN

There is a signif icant risk of 
occurrence, or recurrence, of 
mass atrocity crimes within the 
foreseeable future if effective 
action is not taken.

At least 100 people have been killed in protests and related 
violence since 26 April, according to OHCHR. UNHCR reports 
that over 193,000 Burundians, including a number of high-
ranking government officials, have fled the country since April. 
Refugees have reported harassment, enforced disappearances 
and murder, including by the Imbonerakure, the CNDD-FDD's 
paramilitary youth movement.

There have been a growing number of political assassinations in 
Burundi following the presidential elections. On 2 August General 
Adolphe Nshimirimana, a close aide of President Nkurunziza, 
was assassinated. On 3 August armed gunmen attempted to 
murder Pierre Claver Mbonimpa, a leading human rights activist. 
On 15 August Colonel Jean Bikomagu, the head of the Burundian 
army during the civil war, was assassinated in Bujumbura. On 
11 September seven people were killed in a failed assassination 
attempt against General Prime Niyongabo, the chief of staff 
of the Burundian army.

A 24 August report by Amnesty International alleges that since 
April 2015 Burundi security forces have carried out torture 
against individuals suspected of opposing President Nkurunziza’s 
third term. Opposition politicians, human rights defenders and 
journalists have been targeted for arrest and independent 
media outlets have been destroyed or shut down. Reports of 
hate speech and incitement to violence by the government and 
some opposition protesters remain ongoing. 

ANALYSIS
There is a serious concern that mass atrocity crimes may 
be committed as politically-motivated violence, including 
assassinations of public figures, risks plunging the country 
into a wider conflict.

Despite a sustained period of stability since the end of the 
civil war in 2005, recurring political and ethnic conflict have 
previously caused mass atrocities in Burundi. While the current 
conflict is primarily political in nature, there is a risk of it 
reigniting pre-existing cleavages. Tensions between the army, 
traditionally dominated by the ethnic Tutsi minority, and ethnic 
Hutu political organizations have also been a perennial source 
of conflict in the past.

The Burundian government must uphold its primary 
Responsibility to Protect and consolidate peacebuilding gains 
made since the Arusha Peace Agreement.

INTERNATIONAL RESPONSE
Following a two-day visit to the country, on 31 May the UN 
Special Adviser on the Prevention of Genocide emphasized the 
Burundian government's primary Responsibility to Protect 
populations from mass atrocity crimes.
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NECESSARY ACTION
The distinction between military and civilian targets is central 
to IHL and must be adhered to. All parties to the conflict must  
uphold their Responsibility to Protect vulnerable populations 
regardless of their tribal, religious or political affiliations.

All parties to the conflict must respect agreed "humanitarian 
pauses" in order to ensure access to vulnerable civilians in 
desperate need of food, water and medical supplies.

The UNSC, GCC and all parties to the conflict need to ensure 
that Resolutions 2201 and 2216 are fully implemented and that 
Yemen returns to the previously agreed political transition 
process. All perpetrators of sectarian attacks and potential war 
crimes in Yemen should be held accountable for their actions. 
The UN Human Rights Council should establish an international 
commission of inquiry to investigate serious violations of IHL 
and international human rights law.

MORE INFORMATION
»» UNSC Resolution S/RES/2201, 15 February 2015

»» UNSC Resolution S/RES/2216, 14 April 2015

»» UNSC Press Statement SC/12036 4 September 2015

»» GCR2P Populations at Risk Page: Yemen

The UNSC imposed sanctions on former President Ali Abdullah 
Saleh and Houthi leaders in November 2014 and has since 
extended the mandate of the Panel of Experts on Yemen until 
25 March 2016. On 15 February the UNSC unanimously adopted 
Resolution 2201, condemning the armed takeover of the capital 
and demanding the Houthis withdraw.

On 14 April the UNSC passed Resolution 2216 establishing an 
arms embargo against Houthi leaders and some supporters of 
former President Saleh, demanding an end to the violence and 
full implementation of previous resolutions.

The EU imposed sanctions against parties to the conflict on 7 
June, including the former President’s son, Ahmed Ali Abdullah 
Saleh, and Houthi leader Abdulmalik Al-Houthi.

On 24 July representatives of former President Saleh met with 
diplomats from the United States, United Arab Emirates and 
United Kingdom to discuss a possible resolution of the conflict.

The UNSC issued a Press Statement condemning the 2 
September mosque attack in Sana'a and urged all parties to 
facilitate the delivery of humanitarian aid to all parts of Yemen. 

ACCOUNTABILITY
WATCH
Chad:
The trial of former Chadian president Hissène Habré resumed 
on 7 September in Senegal at the ad hoc Extraordinary African 
Chambers. He is accused of committing war crimes, crimes 
against humanity and torture during his eight-year rule from 
1982 to 1990. Habré’s trial is the first time that the court of one 
African country has prosecuted the former leader of another. 

Serbia:
On 18 March Serbia arrested eight former members of the 
Bosnian Serb special police suspected of killing approximately 
1,300 Bosniaks in the village of Kravica during the 1995 
Srebrenica genocide. On 10 September Serbian war crimes 
prosecutors brought charges against the eight men.

Ukraine:
Ukraine granted wider jurisdiction to the ICC on 8 September 
to enable prosecutors to investigate possible war crimes 
committed during Russia's annexation of Crimea in March 2014 
and in relation to the ongoing armed conflict in eastern Ukraine.

Kenya:
On 10 September the ICC made public arrest warrants against 
two men accused of “corruptly influencing witnesses” in relation 
to the case against Kenya's current Deputy Prime Minister, 
William Ruto. Ruto is charged with crimes against humanity for 
orchestrating violence following the contested 2007 presidential 
election. The ICC withdrew charges against Kenya’s President 
Uhuru Kenyatta in December 2014, citing an inability to build 
a case due to alleged witness tampering and obstruction of 
justice.

Democratic Republic of the Congo:
The trial of former Congolese militia commander Bosco 
Ntaganda opened at the ICC on 2 September. Ntaganda faces 13 
counts of war crimes and 5 counts of crimes against humanity 
– including rape, murder, attacking civilians, sexual slavery, and 
the use of child soldiers – allegedly committed during 2002-
2003 in Ituri.
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NIGERIA
The extremist Islamist group Boko Haram poses an ongoing threat 

to populations in northeast Nigeria, where it continues to commit 

mass atrocity crimes.

BACKGROUND
Attacks by Boko Haram against civilians have intensified in 
Nigeria since President Muhammadu Buhari’s inauguration on 
29 May, resulting in the death of over 1,000 people. Boko Haram 
has also increased its attacks in neighboring countries, killing 
civilians in Chad, Cameroon and Niger.

A military offensive against Boko Haram initiated in early 
2015 by a coalition of troops from Nigeria, Chad, Cameroon 
and Niger followed significant territorial seizures by Boko 
Haram beginning in July 2014. By January 2015 Boko Haram 
had expanded its control to include most of Borno state, as 
well as significant territories in Adamawa and Yobe states, 
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The AU should expeditiously establish the HCSS, which 
should investigate and prosecute individuals responsible for  
mass atrocities committed since December 2013. UNMISS' 
Human Rights Division must continue its investigations into 
violations of international humanitarian and human rights law 
and publish its findings. The AU should also publish the findings 
of the 2014 AU-CoI. 

The government must hold all perpetrators of atrocities 
accountable, regardless of affiliation or position, and initiate 
a comprehensive strategy aimed at ethnic and political 
reconciliation and strengthening the peace process.

MORE INFORMATION:
»» UNMISS Website

»» UNSC Resolution 2223 S/RES/2223, 28 May 2015

»» UNSC Presidential Statement S/PRST/2015/16, 27 August 2015

»» GCR2P Populations at Risk: South Sudan

and had begun perpetrating cross-border raids. According 
to the Nigerian military, most of this territory has now been 
recaptured. However, many areas previously held by the group 
across northeast Nigeria still remain unsafe for the return of 
refugees and IDPs. Recent attacks by Boko Haram members on 
horseback have resulted in dozens of civilians killed in remote 
villages in the northeast. 

President Buhari pledged to eradicate Boko Haram and traveled 
to Niger and Chad on 3 and 4 June and to Cameroon and Benin 
on 29 July and 1 August to discuss a regional strategy to defeat 
the group. Boko Haram killed at least 42 people in attacks on 
N’Djamena, Chad on 15 June and 11 July. During June and July the 
group was suspected of killing an estimated 45 people in Niger. 
On 4 August suspected Boko Haram militants killed 8 people 
and kidnapped more than 100 from the villages of Tchakarmari 
and Kangaleri in northern Cameroon. At least 30 people were 
killed in two Boko Haram bombings in northern Cameroon  
on 3 September.

Over 10,000 people were reportedly killed in Boko Haram-related 
violence during 2014. There are now over 2.1 million IDPs in 
northern Nigeria, according to the International Organization 
for Migration (IOM). Niger, Cameroon and Chad host an estimated 
134,000 Nigerian refugees and thousands of people in their own 
countries have also been displaced by Boko Haram. According to 
OCHA, 4.6 million people are food insecure in Nigeria’s northeast. 

It has been reported that at least 2,000 women and girls 
were kidnapped by Boko Haram between 2014 and early 2015. 
The UN Special Representative of the Secretary-General on 
Sexual Violence in Conflict, Zainab Bangura, called upon the 
Nigerian government, as well as civil society organizations, to 
provide necessary support to those rescued from what she 
called a "war on women’s physical, sexual and reproductive  
autonomy and rights."

Nigerian security forces have previously failed to provide 
sufficient protection from Boko Haram and there have been 
extensive reports of soldiers deserting during attacks. Security 
forces have also been accused of committing extrajudicial killings 
of suspected Boko Haram members. Civilian vigilante groups 
formed in response to Boko Haram have also been implicated in 
human rights abuses. On 3 June Amnesty International reported 
that more than 7,000 men and boys suspected of affiliation with 
Boko Haram died in military detention and that 1,200 had been 
extrajudicially executed since 2011. On 19 June the Nigerian 
military announced that it will investigate these allegations.

ANALYSIS
Although Boko Haram has been significantly weakened by joint 
military operations, it remains a regional security threat, 
imperiling the lives of civilians in Nigeria, Cameroon, Chad and 
Niger. While regional offensives earlier this year have reportedly 
driven Boko Haram out of previously occupied territories, 
ongoing atrocities and the destruction of remote villages 
demonstrate the group’s resilience and enduring threat.
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Displacement and insecurity have increased unemployment and 
poverty within Nigeria, Africa’s largest economy. Destroyed 
civilian infrastructure across the northeast and the threat 
of continued Boko Haram attacks makes the return of 
refugees and IDPs dangerous and severely limits humanitarian 
organizations’ access to populations in need. 

The government of Nigeria is struggling to uphold its 
Responsibility to Protect and needs ongoing support from the 
international community.

INTERNATIONAL RESPONSE
Nigeria is currently an elected member of the UNSC. On 19 
January the UNSC issued a Presidential Statement condemning 
the escalation in Boko Haram attacks and reiterating "the 
primary responsibility of Member States to protect civilian 
populations on their territories." On 28 July the UNSC 
issued a Presidential Statement commending the efforts of 
Nigeria, Niger, Chad, Cameroon and Benin to operationalize 
the Multinational Joint Task Force (MNJTF) and calling on 
member states to comply with international law as they  
combat Boko Haram.

On 29 January the AU Peace and Security Council (PSC) 
authorized deployment of the MNJTF, comprised of troops 
from Nigeria, Niger, Chad, Cameroon and Benin, for an initial 
period of 12 months. The mandate of the force includes "the 
protection of civilians under immediate threat" of attack from 
Boko Haram. The MNJTF headquarters in N’Djamena were 
inaugurated on 25 May. Military commanders from Nigeria, Chad, 
Niger, Cameroon and Benin met on 20-21 August in N'Djamena 
designating three command posts in Nigeria and Cameroon and 
agreeing to accelerate the deployment of troops to the MNJTF, 
which is yet to be fully operationalized.

On 16 February members of Economic Community of Central 
African States (ECCAS) pledged to create an $87 million 
emergency fund to fight Boko Haram.

On 1 April the UN Human Rights Council adopted a consensus 
resolution requesting that OHCHR “document human rights 
violations and atrocities committed by Boko Haram, with a view 
towards accountability.” On 1 July the UN High Commissioner 
for Human Rights urged Nigeria to ease abortion restrictions 
for women and girls sexually abused by Boko Haram.

On 20 to 22 July President Buhari visited the United States, 
where he met with President Barack Obama and discussed ways 
to defeat Boko Haram. 

On 23 to 24 August UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon visited 
Nigeria to mark the fourth anniversary of a deadly Boko Haram 
attack on the UN building in Abuja.

NECESSARY ACTION
Regional and international cooperation is crucial to defeating 
Boko Haram and holding perpetrators of mass atrocities 
accountable. Governments involved in military operations 

against Boko Haram need to ensure they mitigate the risk to 
civilians and strictly adhere to international humanitarian and 
human rights law. 

Families of Boko Haram members, as well as captives living in 
Boko Haram camps and child soldiers, need to be adequately 
protected and carefully reintegrated into Nigerian society. 
There is an urgent need to assist IDPs living in host communities. 
The return of refugees and IDPs should be conducted strictly 
on a voluntary basis. 

Captured Boko Haram leaders should be held accountable for 
crimes against humanity committed in areas under the group’s 
command and control.

The UN, AU, Economic Community of West African States, 
ECCAS and states with significant bilateral ties to Nigeria, 
should assist the government in meeting humanitarian 
needs of affected communities and provide technical and  
military expertise.

With international support, the government needs to urgently 
undertake security sector reform to ensure that the army 
and police are trained to protect civilians and prevent mass 
atrocities while respecting human rights. The government should 
conduct thorough investigations into all abuses, including alleged 
extrajudicial killings committed by the military.

MORE INFORMATION
»» �Press Statement of the 518th meeting of the AU PSC on the issue 

of the Boko Haram terrorist group, 5 July 2015

»» �“Stars on their Shoulders. Blood on their Hands: War Crimes 
Committed by the Nigerian Military,” Amnesty International, 3 June 
2015

»» GCR2P Populations at Risk: Nigeria
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IMMINENT 
RISK

The situation is reaching a critical 
threshold and the risk of mass 
atrocity crimes occurring in the 
immediate future is very high if 
effective preventive action is not taken.

YEMEN
Civilians in Yemen are at risk of mass atrocity crimes as a regional 

military coalition and pro-government forces fight against Houthi 

rebels, who have taken control of most of the country.

BACKGROUND
During 2014, amidst a UN-facilitated political transition process, 
the Houthis, a Shia militia from northeast Yemen, and military 
units loyal to former President Ali Abdullah Saleh, took control 
of the governorates of Saada, Hodeida, Dhamar, Amran and 
Sana’a. Growing violence and renewed political pressure from 
the Houthis resulted in President Abed Rabbo Mansour Hadi 
fleeing to Riyadh. On 26 March Saudi Arabia and a coalition of 
nine other countries responded to a government request for 
regional military intervention. Despite recent military setbacks, 
Houthis and pro-Saleh forces still control much of Yemen, 
including the capital, Sana’a.

Ongoing violence between Houthis and various pro-government 
forces, as well as months of sustained coalition airstrikes, have 
resulted in over 4,600 people killed, half of whom are civilians. 
There are more than 1.3 million IDPs in Yemen and an estimated 
21 million people, over 80 percent of the population, are now in 
urgent need of humanitarian assistance as a result of violence 
and a blockade of the Gulf of Aden. On 11 August the UN Special 
Rapporteur on the right to food, Hilal Elver, said the deliberate 
starvation of civilians “may constitute a war crime.” Coalition 
airstrikes on the Red Sea port of Hodeida on 18 August have 
adversely affected distribution of aid supplies to central and 
northern Yemen.

Saudi-led coalition airstrikes have reportedly included banned 
cluster munitions. The Houthis, meanwhile, have been accused of 
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indiscriminately shelling civilian areas. Houthi and government-
allied forces have both targeted civilian infrastructure and 
international humanitarian workers, contributing to the closure 
of more than 50 health facilities across the country.

The UN, Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) and United States have 
attempted to broker talks between the parties since mid-May. 
Despite three attempted "humanitarian pauses," airstrikes and 
armed conflict continue. On 1 August Prime Minister Khaled 
Bahah returned to Aden in an attempt to reestablish the exiled 
government after pro-government forces retook the city from 
Houthi rebels.

Other armed groups are taking advantage of the current 
instability to perpetrate violence against civilians. Since 17 
June ISIL has claimed responsibility for a series of attacks on 
Shia mosques and detonated car bombs throughout Sana’a, 
including a 2 September attack that killed more than 20 civilians.

ANALYSIS
The escalation of armed conflict leaves civilians in Yemen at 
imminent risk of mass atrocity crimes. Both sides of the conflict 
have perpetrated indiscriminate attacks and targeted civilian 
infrastructure, acts which may amount to war crimes and crimes 
against humanity.

The country also risks becoming another proxy battlefield 
between Saudi Arabia and Iran. While Saudi Arabia remains 
the main force behind the regional military coalition, Iran 
has allegedly provided military assistance to the Houthis. 
Additionally, the role of Sudan and Egypt in the regional military 
coalition is disturbing given their past history of committing 
possible war crimes and/or crimes against humanity in their 
own countries.

Fighting between Houthi rebels and pro-government forces 
backed by the coalition threatens to further fracture Yemeni 
society along tribal and sectarian lines. Terrorist groups such as 
Al-Qaida in the Arabian Peninsula and ISIL are trying to exploit 
tensions between Shia and Sunni populations to increase their 
presence and influence. 

Ongoing fighting and attempts to subvert the political transition 
are in violation of UNSC resolutions and the UN-brokered 
peace process. The Yemeni government is unable to uphold its 
Responsibility to Protect and requires international support.

INTERNATIONAL RESPONSE
In 2011 the UNSC adopted Resolution 2014, which condemned 
human rights violations by the government of former President 
Ali Abdullah Saleh and affirmed Yemen’s primary Responsibility 
to Protect its population.
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