
Speak!
Vol. 4, Issue 3  -  Dec 2007/Jan 2008

McGill Chapter of

HRWG covers 
genocide, Burma 

and activism

plus
Governmental 
Abuses

Journalists for Human Rights



Speak!2

Journalists for Human Rights McGill, a club at SSMU since 2003, is one chapter 
of a growing Canadian NGO that is currently present in thirteen states in Africa. The 
main mandate of the head organization is to build the capacity of the African media 
to report effectively on human rights issues.  

However, human rights abuses occur beyond Africa. Therefore, at McGill, JHR 
works to increase the visibility of human rights abuses within the community, the 
country, as well as elsewhere in the world. Thus far, our main focus has been the 
publication of our newsletter Speak!, although we have also organized speaker events, 
movie screenings and participated in Canada wide fundraisers.

Beyond providing an outlet for students to discuss and publish articles and stories 
on important human rights issues, JHR McGill also works to provide a voice for all other human rights related groups at McGill. 
Our publications inform on the issues other clubs are covering as well as the events they are organizing. So far we have collabo-
rated with Amnesty McGill, the McGill Global AIDS Coalition, CKUT, the Baha’i Association, McGill Law School’s Human 
Rights Working Group and are a member of the Campus Coalition of Progressive McGill Organizations.  

JHR McGill is always open to new members so whether you would like to write and edit articles for Speak! or help us fund-
raise and organize events, send us an email asking to be added to our list-serve at jhr_jdh@yahoo.ca.

To learn more about JHR, the NGO, please visit: http://www.jhr.ca
To learn more about JHR McGill and view our upcoming activities visit: http://www.jhrchapters.com

Journalists for Human Rights at McGill

JHR McGill Exectutive
President...................................Tamara Ramusovic Liz Caldwell........................................VP Internal
VP External.......................................Stephanie Hu Mary MacLennan................................VP Finance
Newspaper Coordinator...............D. Henry Claflin Jay Alexander Brown............VP Communications

On Monday, 25 November, Stephanie Hu hosted the 
second-ever Speak Radio broadcast on CKUT 90.3 FM. She 
spoke with Kevin Barlow, director of the Canadian Aboriginal 
AIDS Network, as well as Elizabeth Sully and Jamie Lundine 
of the McGill Global AIDS Coalition as part of a feature on 
World AIDS Day. 

Stephanie and fellow JHR member Jay Brown are launch-
ing a series of Speak Radio broadcasts as a special segment of 
CKUT’s All Things McGill, which airs Mondays at 11 am. In 
January, they will speak with Alexandra Sicotte-Levesque, who 
recently released her documentary “When Silence is Golden,” 
illuminating the destructive mining practices of Canadian com-
panies in Ghana. Alexandra is also a co-founder of JHR. 

Jay and Stephanie  look to increase JHR’s radio output in 
2008 and welcome assistance from students interested in hu-
man rights and radio journalism.

Speak Radio Takes Off

In November, JHR McGill teamed up with sister chapters at 
UQAM and Concordia to host JHR’s country-wide annual 
fundraiser, Speak Silence, at Café L’Utopik. The event fea-
tured a photo contest, live music, and speeches.
Above, the winner of the photo contest poses with his winning 
shot of a newborn in a hammock in Thailand.

- Photo by Fadi Racy

Cover photo: WFP/Lori Waselchuk. A women in eastern DRC participates in WFP’s food for work pro-
gram, designed to help the country recover from decades of war. She works on a road outside Bukavu.
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According to the Toronto- based 
Women Against Poverty Collective 
(WAPC), half of all Canadian women 
over the age of 16 have survived at least 
one incident of physical or sexual vio-
lence. Furthermore, 1 in 7 of all Canadian 
women live in poverty, and have few op-
tions when trying to remove themselves 
from abusive situations. Those who do 
leave often find themselves on the street 
where homeless women are sexually and 
physically assaulted at 10 times the rate 
of other women in Canada.

On 3 June 2007, hundreds gathered 
in Toronto to advocate for safe, afford-
able and accessible housing for survivors 
of abuse and their children. The WAPC 
organized the demonstration to demand 
municipal, provincial and federal govern-
ment action on the matter. “This is neces-
sary because those who are trying to leave 
violence are stuck in shelters for months 
instead of the few weeks they should be 
there with their kids,” said Anna Willats 
of the WAPC. Demonstrators marched 
through the streets of Toronto’s St Jame-
stown until they reached an abandoned 
building and erected a tent city around 
it. Four WAPC members were already 
inside.  

Police were present throughout the 
day and initially kept their distance. 
However, by mid-afternoon riot po-
lice on horseback arrived to disperse 
protestors and forcibly remove the 

women from inside the building. Officers 
maintain that the force used was reason-
able under the circumstances. However, 
many witnesses describe scenes of violent 
attack and suffered substantial injuries. 
The four women inside the building were 
arrested, and many other demostrators 
were assaulted and trampled by horses. 
In particular, women of color and trans-
people bore the brunt of the assault.

Despite a lack of mainstream media 
coverage, incidents such as these are not 
uncommon on the streets of Canadian 
cities. On 8 March 2007, a Montreal 
march to celebrate International Wom-
en’s Day was marred by several inci-

dents of assault and excessive force at the 
hands of police. 

Ironically, only weeks later, 15 were 
arrested and many others assaulted by 
Montreal riot police at a demonstration 
to mark the 11th annual International 
Day Against Police Brutality. Montreal-
based Le Collectif Opposé à la Brutalité 
Policière (COBP) organizes the event 
every year to call attention to the use of 
excessive force, racial profiling and tar-
geting of ethnic minorities by the Mon-
treal police.

The COPB claims that since 2005, 
53 people have been killed and 20 oth-
ers wounded by police in Quebec alone. 

Police Brutality
Suppresses Citizen Protests Across Canada

Police gathered around a house where the Women Against Poverty Collective held a 
protest against sexual and physical assault, in St Jamestown, 3 June 2007.

by Allie Morse

Photo:  John Bonnar
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The COPB continues to call for a public 
inquiry into the death of Mohamed Anas 
Bennis, a 25- year old Moroccan who 
was shot and killed in December 2005 
after allegedly pulling a knife on a police 
officer. The demands have been rebuked 
by the authorities, despite the fact that 
no evidence of a knife or autopsy find-
ings have been released to the public. 

Bennis was shot dead in Montreal’s 
Cote des Neiges, the same neighborhood 
where a 17-year-old Filipino girl recently 
filled a complaint against two police of-
ficers whom she maintains senselessly 
harassed and assaulted her. Kabataang 
Montreal, a local Filipino youth organi-
zation, believes the incident was racially 
motivated and is indicative of discrimi-
natory policing across the country. 

The COBP agrees and insists that po-
lice targeting and abuse occurs in neigh-
borhoods across the city. In Montreal’s 
downtown core street kids, sex workers 
and the homeless often find themselves 
the targets of police aggression.  For sex 
workers, the stigma surrounding sex 
work and its quasi-legal status in Canada 
result in an increased vulnerability. Stel-
la, a community group run by and for 
Montreal’s sex workers, claims that po-
lice often “subject sex workers to physical 
and verbal abuse” but are rarely held ac-
countable.  “When attempting to report 
harassment or violence, from police or 
other perpetrators, sex workers are rarely 
taken seriously by the authorities,” says 

Stella. 
Criminalization of the most vul-

nerable is also common in Vancouver’s 
downtown east side, a community with 
a reputation for poverty, sex work, and 
addiction. It boasts the highest HIV in-
fection rate in the industrialized world, 
for the most part due to high levels of 
injection drug use. Despite the resilient 
nature of community activism, many 
residents continue to feel isolated and are 
often subject to police targeting and ag-
gression. However, the marginal status of 
most of the area’s residents means the vast 
majority of these abuses go unreported. 

Many Canadians remain unaware 
of the abuse that takes place on their 
streets. The majority continues to take 
great pride in what they believe to be 
Canada’s international reputation as a 
beacon of human rights. However, this 
belief may be misplaced. In a 2006 re-
port, the United Nations condemned the 
Montreal police for arresting protestors 
during demonstrations. Amnesty Inter-
national echoed criticism in 2007 and 
voiced concern about the excessive use of 
force by officers, particularly in incidents 
involving taser guns.  

Their concerns have proven quite jus-
tified. Just last month, Quilem Registre, 
a 38-year-old Montrealer became the 
second person in Canada in less than a 
week to die after being tasered by police, 

following an earlier incident on 14 Oc-
tober at the Vancouver International Air-
port. In the earlier incident, four RCMP 
officers used a stun gun on a newly ar-
rived Polish immigrant. An eyewitness 
publicly released a videotape of the scene 
shortly thereafter. In the recording, the 
victim does not appear to have been an 
immediate threat and was tasered despite 
complying with requests from officers. 
He died shortly after the attack. 

Both of these incidents have received 
much attention from the mainstream 
press, perhaps because they appear to be 
exceptional and isolated from larger sys-
temic problems within Canadian police 
forces. A 2004 report commissioned by 
the RCMP noted that systemic issues of 
corruption and brutality are often down-
played, despite evidence that they “can 
have a significant impact on public per-
ception and confidence in the police.”

Many communities in Toronto, 
Montreal and Vancouver know too well 
how true this is. They do not feel served 
or protected by police. On the contrary, 
too many interactions with police forces 
result in the discriminatory targeting 
and brutality of women and minority 
groups. Mainstream media often ignore 
their plight, and disaffected community 
members have little choice but to gather 
and protest in the streets. This, however, 
is when the riot police are called in.  §

Montreal riot police quell  a demonstra-
tion against police brutality on March 
15th, 2004.

C
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Montreal police swarm in Cote des Neiges following the shooting of Mohamed 
Anas Bennis in 2005.
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Since the fall of communism and the 
breakup of the Soviet Union, Russia’s 
experiment with democracy has seen its 
ups and downs. While Russia has been 
eager to build new relationships with the 
rest of the world, reports surrounding 
the upcoming governmental elections 
suggest a different attitude altogether. 
Conflict and controversy surround the 
upcoming December 2 parliamentary 
(State Duma) elections and the presiden-
tial election in March 2008. 

The current political climate puts 
President Vladimir Putin in an ideal po-
sition to gain full control of the govern-
ment even after he has ended his term 
as President in early 2008. Putin, who 
is currently serving his second term as 
President, has said he would not “change 
the constitution and in line with the 
constitution, you cannot run for presi-
dent three times in a row.” 

However, he has discussed the pos-
sibility of assuming command as Prime 
Minister, a role that shares responsibility 
with the President and maintains author-
ity over the government. The president 
appoints the Prime Minister with sup-
port from the state Duma. If the Presi-
dent dies or resigns, the Prime Minister 
assumes the presidency. 

Putin also increased his chances of 
being appointed by placing his own col-
league, little known Viktor Zubkov, as 
Prime Minister in September after dis-
missing the cabinet. Zubkov is now eli-
gible to run for President, and his victory 
would all but secure Putin’s appointment 
as Prime Minister.

For the first time in Russian democ-
racy, the December election of the Duma 
will proceed by party-list proportional 
representation. Under the new system, a 
list of candidates is drawn up along party 
lines, and the amount of votes received 
by the party determines the number of 
seats each party will receive. 

Putin’s United Russia (YR) party al-
ready holds the majority of seats in the 
Duma, and Putin’s popularity should 
guarantee the YR a large number of 
seats. Preliminary polls conducted by the 
NGO Levada Center found that over 
65% of Russians want Putin and United 
Russia to remain in power. 

In recent weeks, concerns over elec-
tion monitoring have shaken the pro-
cess. The Organization for Security and 
Cooperation in Europe (OSCE) has an-
nounced that they will not monitor the 
Duma elections due to its monitors be-
ing “continuously denied entry visas into 
Russia.” The Russian government has 
denied these claims, citing the disorgani-
zation of the OSCE as the reason for the 

delays. Russia has been feuding with the 
OSCE for over a decade, and has alleged 
that the organization is a tool of Western 
imperialism.

According to a 1990 agreement, all 
members of the OSCE, which includes 
56 states from Europe, North America 
and Asia, must allow international moni-
tors into their country during elections 
if the organization deems it necessary. 
However, the absence of OSCE observ-
ers does not appear to be a concern of the 
Russian government. A ministry spokes-
person stated that the upcoming elec-
tions are “an internal affair” to promote 
democracy within Russia. 

Although other international observ-
ers will be monitoring the elections, Rus-
sia’s violation of their agreement with 
the OSCE has put Western leaders on 
edge. They will be watching closely dur-
ing Russia’s electoral process, as its out-
come will not only affect Russia but also 
the international standard of democratic 
elections.  §

Putin Further Threatens Democracy
in Upcoming Russian Elections

by Manisha Aggarwal-Schifellite

Photo: afterm
athnew
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G O V E R N M E N T

2008 elections may prove a pivotal moment in Russian politics as con-
flicts between Putin, the OSCE, and Russian challengers come to a head.
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To an extent, Western unfamiliarity with the Bangladeshi 
state has allowed the government to keep overt human rights 
abuses relatively cloaked. Little about Bangladesh’s turbulent 
history or explosive domestic politics has percolated the West-
ern media. Yet as one of the most populous countries in the 
world and the most densely packed region on the planet, there 
is a great deal at stake in Bangladesh.   

Of state-committed human rights abuses in Bangladesh, 
the most searing has been the continued marginalization and 
maltreatment of indigenous groups in the southeastern Chit-
tagong Hill Tracts. Dubbed a ‘silent genocide’ by many com-
mentators, including Dr. Prajnalankar Bhikkhu of the India 
based Peace Campaign Group, the the non-Bengali minorities 
residing in the region along the Bangladesh-Burma border have 
been subjected to displacement, intimidation, discrimination, 
and a denial of basic legal and political rights for the last half-
century. Successive Bangladeshi governments have deliberately 
excluded these indigenous peoples from the national sphere, 
and left them out of any development gains made by the coun-
try since independence in 1971.

Christened the ‘Chittagong Hill Tracts’ by British imperial-
ists in the 19th century, this area is home to some 13 distinct 
ethnic groups and an abundance of natural treasures. The area 
is uniquely above sea level in the otherwise low-lying plains of 
Bangladesh, which are especially prone to periodic flooding.  

However, this sharp geographic distinction is not the only 
division between the hill tracts and the rest of the country. 
The indigenous peoples that live in the Chittagong Hill Tracts 
have a different appearance, language, culture and religion to 
the Bengali ‘plains people’ – those living on the country’s low-
lying plains. The hill people, known collectively as the ‘Jumma’ 
peoples, though referred to as adivasis (literally “original inhab-
itants”) by most Bangladeshis, are predominantly Buddhist, 
while the plains people are mostly Muslim. These differences 
have led to natural cleavages between the two groups, viewed 
by the state as a threat to the ethnic homogeneity of the na-
tion.

Two policies in particular have caused the most damage to 
the livelihood of the Jumma people. Between 1959 and 1962, 
the government launched the disastrous Kaptai Dam project 
in the hill tracts. In one of the worst cases of dam-induced dis-
placement in the region; it is estimated that 100,000 people lost 
their homes, 40-45,000 people were forced to leave the country 
to neighboring India, and as much as 40% of the arable land in 
the area was submerged. Though promised compensation for 
their losses, most of those affected were left totally destitute. 

Bangladeshi Policies Cause 
Exodus and Deny Minority Rights

Government instigates intimidation and displacement 
of ethnic groups in the Chittagong Hill Tracts

by Benjamin Ezekiel Holzman

A young Chakma mother and her child, who died one week 
later from malnutrition and persistent diarrhea. They had 
moved to this temporary Internally Displaced Persons camp 
in the Kassalong Reserve Forest, Sajek, Chittagong Hill Tracts, 
after the signing of the Peace Accord in 1997. The hygiene con-
ditions and food shortage contributed to a number of deaths 
at this time, April 1998.

G O V E R N M E N T
Photo and caption courtesy Ina, w

w
w.flickr.com
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This event, labeled the ‘Great Exodus’ by 
locals, caused severe rancor amongst the 
adivasi groups.  

The second governmental action 
against the Jumma people may be con-
strued as a policy of ethnic cleansing, de-
pending on one’s definition of the term. 
The Bangladeshi government has per-
suaded Bengali plainspeople to relocate 
to the Chittagong Hill Tracts en masse 
since 1979, offering the incentives of 
free land, crops, and cash. According to a 
census in the early 1970s, the population 
of the Chittagong Hill Tracts stood at 
approximately 500,000, 98% of which 
were Jumma people. However, today 
the population stands at approximately 
double that, while the proportion of 
Jumma people has declined to approxi-
mately 50%. This large-scale encroach-
ment on the natural lands of the adivasis 
has caused them widespread hardship 
and precipitated two decades of conflict 
between the two groups.  

Beyond these two measures, the gov-
ernment has persecuted these indigenous 
groups through outright intimidation 
and violence for decades. In response to a 
Jumma uprising the Bangladeshi govern-
ment has heavily militarized the whole 
area, establishing an inordinate num-
ber of military cantonments that domi-
nate the indigenous groups. In many 
places Bangladeshi soldiers outnumber 
local people by a considerable margin. 
The troops have used rape as a means 
to intimidate, according to a senior of-
ficial at the French Alliance in Dhaka, 
the nation’s capital. An Amnesty Inter-
national special human rights report on 
the region in 2000 has stated that “A cul-
ture of violence in the Chittagong Hill 
Tracts, developed during years of armed 
confrontation, has allowed human rights 
violations to be committed in the major-
ity of cases with impunity.”  

As a result of this persecution, the 
Chittagong Hill Tracts have lagged be-
hind the rest of the country in its eco-
nomic development, despite being one 
of the country’s most resource-rich areas. 
In an especially arbitrary abuse of power, 
the government has even banned cell 

phone reception in the area, a further in-
sult to the adivasi population. 

Through recent intervention from 
international organizations such as the 
United Nations Development Program, 
life is slowly improving for the adivasi 
people. Yet, the Bangladeshi government 
can claim no credit for these improve-
ments. Targeted redistributive initiatives 
such as scholarship programs enabling 
more adivasi people to enter Chittagong 
University have contributed to improv-
ing the position of these vulnerable and 
disadvantaged groups.   

The injustices being committed 

against the indigenous people in the 
Chittagong Hill Tracts tarnishes the hu-
man rights record of the Bangladeshi 
government. With more media coverage 
on this region and increased intervention 
from international organizations, justice 
may slowly return to the Chittagong Hill 
Tracts, even though the waters may never 
subside.

For more information on the Chit-
tagong Hill Tracts, search for ‘Teardrops 
of Karnaphuli’ – a banned documentary 
exposing injustices in the region – on You-
Tube.

Bengalis alighting from a boat in Rangamati, the largest city in the Chittagong Hill 
Tracts.

G O V E R N M E N T
Photo by Benji H
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« Ici, au Congo, c’est toujours la 
guerre.  La population vit en permanence 
dans un état de psychose.  Et cette guerre 
se fait aux frais des femmes et fillettes 
congolaises. »  À l’autre bout du fil, la 
voix de Julienne Lusenge est à peine au-
dible.  En raison de la mauvaise commu-
nication téléphonique, sa voix est si té-
nue, si lointaine, qu’elle semble presque 
irréelle.  Son message, lui, est pourtant 
bien réel : « Plus de cinq millions de con-
golais sont déjà morts et la communauté 
internationale continue de les regarder 
mourir. »

Coordonnatrice de l’ONG congo-
laise Solidarité féminine pour la paix et 
le développement intégral (SOFEPADI), 
Julienne Lusenge travaille en collabora-
tion avec l’organisme canadien Droits et 
Démocratie pour promouvoir les droits 
des femmes et offrir un soutien psy-

chologique et juridique aux victimes de 
sévices sexuels.

La guerre civile, qui a ravagé la Ré-
publique Démocratique du Congo 
(RDC) de 1996 à 2003, n’a jamais vrai-
ment suscité l’intérêt de la communauté 
internationale. Le Département d’État 
américain l’a même qualifiée de « crise 
à basse intensité ».  Cette guerre, attisée 
par les pays voisins du Congo, le Rwanda 
et l’Ouganda, caractérisée par des ten-
sions ethniques et financée par le pillage 
des ressources naturelles, s’est pourtant 
soldée par cinq millions de morts, deux 
millions de déplacés et 300 000 réfugiés 
dans les pays voisins, selon le Haut Com-
missariat de l’ONU pour les réfugiés.

La guerre s’est « officiellement » ter-
minée en 2003 par la signature d’un ac-
cord de paix en Afrique du Sud.  Les élec-
tions organisées en 2006, au coût de 500 
millions de dollars, emmenèrent avec 
elles un vent de renouveau et d’espoir sur 
le pays.  Mais depuis l’élection du prési-

dent Joseph Kabila, l’armée et le système 
de justice congolais demeurent inefficac-
es face à l’état d’anarchie ayant survécu 
dans plusieurs régions du pays.

Depuis le début de 2007, et surtout 
depuis la fin du mois d’août, on observe 
un retour à la violence dans l’est du 
pays.  Le Nord-Kivu, en particulier, est 
le théâtre d’affrontements entre de nom-
breux groupes armés, dont les Forces ar-
mées de la RDC (FARDC), les troupes 
dissidentes du général tutsi Laurent 
Nkunda, les milices locales Maï Maï, 
ainsi que les rebelles hutus rwandais des 
Forces démocratiques de libération du 
Rwanda (FDLR).  À la merci des divers 
groupes armés, les villages de la province 
subissent des attaques et des pillages ré-
pétés.  Mais selon Julienne Lusenge, « 
c’est sur le dos des femmes et des filles 
que cette guerre se fait. »

Depuis la reprise des hostilités mili-
taires, les violences sexuelles ont en effet 
pris des proportions endémiques.  Cer-

République Démocratique du Congo
Les Violences Sexuelles Atteignent 
un Niveau Sans Précédent

par Caroline St-Pierre

Une femme de la 
République Démocra-
tique du Congo, où la 
longue guère civile a 
touché tout le monde 
du pays, surtout les 
femmes.
Photo par Momswann,  
www.flickr.com
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tains utilisent même le terme « gynécide 
» pour désigner la violence systématique 
subie par les femmes de certaines régions. 
Entre 2004 et 2006, le Fonds des Na-
tions Unies pour la population (UNFPA) 
répertoriait déjà 43 000 cas d’agressions 
sexuelles, dont 60% avaient été commis 
dans les provinces du Nord et du Sud-
Kivu.

Ces crimes se traduisent par des vi-
ols et de l’esclavage sexuel et laissent à 
leurs victimes, âgées de 2 à 85 ans, des 
séquelles indescriptibles.  Mme Lusenge 
donne l’exemple d’un village du Nord-
Kivu où toutes les femmes ont été violées 
de façon systématique par les membres 
d’un groupe armé.  « Parfois, raconte-t-
elle, ils exigent que les hommes du vil-
lage les violent aussi.  J’ai rencontré un 
jeune garçon de dix ans qui, craignant 
pour sa vie, avait été forcé de violer une 
femme. »

Amnistie Internationale rapporte 
également de nombreux cas de femmes 
détenues pendant de longues périodes 
sur des bases militaires et utilisées com-
me esclaves sexuelles.

Les séquelles physiques et psy-
chologiques des victimes sont nom-
breuses et sévères.  Certaines ont les 
organes génitaux mutilés, d’autres ont 
contractées le VIH, d’autres, encore, 
sont tombées enceinte. Plusieurs souf-
frent de fistules génitales, une affliction 
provoquant l’incontinence et nécessitant 
parfois plusieurs interventions chirurgi-
cales.  Les rares hôpitaux à se spécialiser 

dans ce type de soins sont éloignés de la 
plupart des villages touchés et une ma-
jorité de femmes se retranchent chez elles 
sans recevoir aucun traitement.  Malgré 
tout, 2 à 3 nouvelles victimes se présen-
tent à chaque jour à l’hôpital de la ville 
de Goma, au Nord-Kivu.

Les femmes sont au cœur des com-
munautés congolaises, « ce sont elles 
qui s’occupent de la maison, élèvent les 
enfants et travaillent pour rapporter un 
revenu », explique Mme Lusenge.  « En 
s’en prenant à elles, on vise à humilier et 
à détruire les communautés. »

Le viol étant un sujet extrêmement 
tabou en RDC, les femmes qui en sont 
victimes vivent la honte et la stigmatisa-
tion.  Certaines victimes, rejetées par leur 
mari et par leur communauté, ne peuvent 
jamais regagner leur foyer.  Parfois, des 
communautés refusent de les réintégrer 
par crainte de subir des représailles des 
groupes armés.

Des porte-paroles de la SOFEPADI 
rencontrent régulièrement les chefs des 
villages afin de les sensibiliser davantage 
sur la condition des victimes de sévices 
sexuels.  Si Mme Lusenge constate une 
meilleure réintégration des femmes 
depuis le début de cette initiative, elle 
rappelle néanmoins que plusieurs d’entre 
elles n’ont toujours nulle part où aller.

Ces sévices sexuels sont commis en 
toute impunité par les membres de tous 
les groupes armés prenant part au con-
flit, y compris des Forces armées de la 
RDC, et ce, malgré la présence de la Mis-

sion de l’ONU en RDC (la MONUC), 
soit la plus importante mission de paix 
de l’ONU rassemblant près de 17 000 
casques bleus.  

« De plus, ajoute Mme Lusenge, au 
lieu de condamner les membres des dif-
férentes milices, le gouvernement actuel 
les réintègre dans son armée et les félicite 
en leur attribuant des grades d’officiers. 
Pourtant, ce sont des criminels! »

Elle pointe également du doigt les 
casques bleus. « Des militaires de l’ONU 
abusent des fillettes congolaises et profi-
tent de leur pauvreté.  Les casques bleus 
sont ici pour nous protéger et non pour 
abuser de nos enfants!  Ces crimes sont 
banalisés même au niveau international. 
»  

Les casques bleus délinquants ne 
reçoivent comme seule réprimande 
qu’un renvoi immédiat dans leur pays, 
sans autre condamnation.  « Et la fillette, 
elle ? Elle est abandonnée, laissée à elle-
même.  Ces enfants-là, qu’est-ce qu’elles 
vont devenir ? »

Julienne Lusenge conclut, « le Cana-
da est un pays qui respecte les droits des 
femmes.  Je lui lance donc un appelle à 
l’aide. »

Un casque bleu de l’ONU s’assied sur un tank dans le RDC.

Jeannette, une femme congolese, avec 
sa bébé. Ses mains était pris par des 
violeurs.
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McGill was privileged to recently host 
the Global Conference on the Prevention 
of Genocide, the first major non-govern-
mental gathering on the topic. Amongst 
the speakers and delegates from over 35 
different countries, there was also an In-
ternational Young Leaders Forum of 36 
youth from around the world.

The Young Leaders seemed to grasp 
something the majority of their older 
counterparts could not: the need to look 
forward, to prevent rather than to react. 
While the Conference featured much 
productive discussion of past (Rwanda, 
Bosnia) and current (Darfur) failings, 
the Young Leaders spent most of their 
time discussing the “next” genocide. 
They issued a declaration called the “Re-
sponsibility to Prevent.” It stated in part: 

“Our success will be measured by atroci-
ties that do not occur.” While most of us 
are inextricably drawn to becoming the 
proverbial white knights – sensationalist 
visions of mass military intervention in 
Darfur, for example – a strategy of pre-
vention involves no headlines, little glory 
and much uncertainty.

It is a radical idea, but not an entirely 
new one. McGill’s Centre for Human 
Rights and Legal Pluralism included the 

by Sam Walker

What is the HRWG? Getting Involved
First, you should sign-up for our general emailing list to receive 
information about upcoming HRWG events, relevant announce-
ments from the community, and opportunities to get involved.
 
Getting involved in the HRWG can mean a variety of different 
things:

Attend the workshops, brown bag lunches and other activities
Contribute your ideas by coming to the general meetings
Write a human rights article for the Quid Novi
Help coordinate/bar tend at coffee house
Help coordinate a human rights film night
Join one of the many portfolios
Develop other initiatives – we are always open to new ideas! 

It is not necessary that people only work within HRWG. We wel-
come cross-club participation, and only believe that it will strength-
en the solidarity between social activists.

The Human Rights Working Group of the McGill Faculty of 
Law (HRWG) has three main purposes:

HRWG engages in a variety of activities through its 12 portfo-
lios. For example, it coordinates workshops, lectures, a legal out-
reach program, letter writing campaigns, lobbying initiatives, 
external training and research programs.  
HRWG grew organically from an independent Working Group 
(1999), to a Working Group of the McGill International Law 
Society (2000), to a fully independent student club (2001). 

to promote human rights education at the 
Faculty and on the McGill campus;
to advocate and improve human rights 
within the wider community;
to assist law students in finding opportuni-
ties in the field of human rights and social 
justice.

Reflections 
The Global Conference on the Prevention of Genocide
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word prevention in the conference title with the hope of re-framing the 
debate. The UN has also recently created a Special Adviser on the Preven-
tion of Genocide.

Prevention is a strategy founded in pragmatism. Discrete actions de-
signed to nip germinating atrocities in the bud make up in cost-effective-
ness and political expediency what they lack in visibility and quantifiable 
measures of success. As Professor Payam Akhavan has suggested, simply 
jamming the Rwandan génocidaires’ only means of mass communication 
in the early stages – Radio Milles Collines – could have saved countless 
lives.

The Conference’s best moments came when similar concrete ideas 
arose. Gérard Prunier suggested that the easiest way to end the genocide 
in Darfur would be to send “guns and money” to the rebels fighting the 
janjaweed. Howard Wolpe recounted how he helped defuse a potential 
conflict in Burundi by bringing warring factions to the negotiating table.  
Christian Mumenthaler of the massive insurance company Swiss Re tes-
tified that the corporate world can pitch in by implementing clear and 
feasible targeted divestment policies. The Young Leaders pledged to meet 
again in Ethiopia, where they see a potential crisis emerging.

All of these strategies involve a certain compromise of principles, 
whether it be sacrificing an unbending allegiance to peaceful alternatives, 
swallowing one’s pride to negotiate with brutal enemies, restricting free 
trade, or violating sancrosanct state sovereignty long before atrocities give 
one an excuse to intervene (as in the Rwanda radio example).

My favourite idea in this vein, which was mentioned only briefly at the 
Conference, is that the UN – or, better yet, a massive, broadbased Internet 
fundraising campaign – should hire mercenaries to protect refugee camps 
in Darfur and eastern Chad. While the international community enters its 
infuriating 5th year of handwringing over Darfur, a private security firm 
could have boots on the ground in weeks.

Unfortunately, the recent Blackwater controversy in Iraq has tainted all 
debate on this issue. Others, as Prince Zeid Al-Raad told me, worry that it 
would give states yet another convenient excuse for shirking their respon-
sibilities. Most activists get nervous when you mention it and change the 
subject.

You have to wonder where our priorities have gone. While politicians 
¬– see Michael Ignatieff on his R2P panel – somewhat understandably 
hem and haw about how hard and complicated all this business is, hun-
dreds die every day. Should not any other concerns we have, even deeply 
held values we may cherish, pale in comparison to this moral imperative? 
If your family were about to be slaughtered down the street, and the police 
refused to respond, would you thumb your nose at the idea of paying even 
the seediest looking mafioso to intervene?

The world is messy. We cannot stubbornly adhere to abstract prin-
ciples if our ultimate allegiance is to saving lives. As Yehuda Bauer said at 
the Conference, we must respond to genocide with “cold-blooded, cold-
headed” thinking.

A policy of prevention will mean we must act quicker, more often and 
with less caution – though the earlier we act, the smaller the risk. Solving 
other problems, like the crisis in Darfur, requires that we grasp what is at 
stake and reverse the angst-ridden presumption in favour of inaction.

Send in the mercenaries.
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These words by U Thant, first Asian-
born Secretary-General of the United 
Nations, and the most famous statesman 
Burma has ever produced, have been 
treated by Burma’s military junta as the 
exhortations of a wise but easily ignored 
parent. His legacy of defusing civil war 
in the Congo and helping to mediate an 
end to the Cuban Missile Crisis could 
have served as a foundation for enlight-
ened Burmese engagement with the 
international community. Instead, the 
ruling military clique has, for forty-five 
years, governed the country  of fifty mil-
lion as a fiefdom, with a farcical veneer 
of concern for human rights. In what is 
only the most recent outrage, over the 
past two months the regime is believed 
to have killed at least 200, with 6000 de-
tained.

It didn’t have to be this way 

Burma burst into nationhood in 
1948, just one year after the infamous 
rupture of its neighbour, India, to the 
west. Like India, Burma’s independence 
was the result of a long fight for indepen-
dence, spearheaded by the Anti-Fascist 
People’s Freedom League (AFPFL) under 
the leadership of Aung San and U Nu. 

Yet the euphoria of an election victo-
ry by the AFPFL in the run-up to inde-
pendence was dashed shortly afterwards 

when a gunman burst into a meeting of 
the country’s top leaders and shot dead 
a clutch of key figures, including Aung 
San. U Nu took over as prime minister, 
trying valiantly to keep upright a ship of 
state buffeted by political factionalism 
and a slow economic recovery from war-
time Japanese occupation. All the while, 
storm clouds of military rule gathered 
under the stern gaze of senior general 
Ne Win, finally breaking in a 1962 coup 
d’état. Violent repression was instanta-
neous: over one hundred students pro-
testing on the campus of Rangoon Uni-
versity were killed on July 7, 1962, and 
the army blew up the Students’ Union 
building the next day. 

Beginning in the mid-1970s, the 
country experimented with autarky - be-
nignly called “economic self-sufficiency - 
a disastrous policy which led to econom-
ic misery. Frustrations with the economy 
gave birth to the student movement, 
which eventually coalesced under the 
leadership of Aung San Suu Kyi. Further 
economic troubles in the late 1980s led to 
widespread protests and demonstrations 
in 1988, to which the military respond-
ed with frantic allegations of communist 
plots and indiscriminate shootings into 
crowds, killing thousands. The 1990s 
were equally violent: the regime used 
force to compel several rebelling ethnic 
minorities in the borderlands region to 
the negotiating table. The United States 
and EU recorded their disgust for the re-
gime by imposing sanctions in 1997 and 

2000, respectively.   

Hope for change? 

The ruling junta, known by the Or-
wellian moniker of “State Peace and De-
velopment Council” (SPDC), has em-
barked on a self-proclaimed “road map 
to democracy.” A National Convention 
has been in session since July, drafting 
principles for a new constitution. Yet 
key political parties, such as Aung San 
Suu Kyi’s National League for Democ-
racy, remain unrepresented, and the 
process has been carried out under strict 

ASEAN May Be Able to 
Stop Bullying in Burma

U Thant, Former Burmese Secretary-
General of the UN, and a model for 
Burmese international engagement.

by Nicholas Richards-Bentley

“Every human being, of whatever origin, 
of whatever station, deserves respect. We must 

each respect others even as we respect ourselves.”
-- U Thant, Former Burmese Secretary-General of the UN
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guidelines which discourage meaningful 
discussion. Hopes for legitimate steps 
toward democratization are now bleak, 
notwithstanding the junta’s recent deci-
sion to appoint a liaison officer for ne-
gotiations with Aung San Suu Kyi. The 
1991 Nobel Peace Prize laureate remains 
under house arrest, where she has been 
for twelve out of the last eighteen years. 
Contrary to John Ralston Saul’s recent 
calls, identifying moderate elements 
in the armed forces is an unlikely task. 
With a whopping 40% of the govern-
ment budget spent on the military, dis-
gruntled elements are likely few and far 
between. Moreover, the example of late 
Baathist Iraq shows that an authoritarian 
regime can retain long-term loyalty from 
its armed forces even during periods of 
economic crisis. 

In addition to the breakdown of the 
democratic process, recent attempts to 
sanction Burma through international 
law have been equally unsuccessful. In 
January 2007, the United States and 
U.K. sponsored a U.N. Security Council 
resolution calling on Burma to cooperate 
with the U.N. Secretary General’s good 
offices mission, open dialogue with the 
political opposition, halt its military of-
fensive in Karen State, and allow human-
itarian organizations wider access to at-
risk populations. The resolution received 
nine votes in favour, three abstentions, 
and three votes against, including from 
Russia and China. Vetoes from these lat-
ter two permanent members blocked the 
adoption of the resolution. 

The failure to take the regime to task 
through international law is compound-
ed by Burma’s relatively rosy short-term 
economic prospects. The energy sector 
remains strong thanks to gas exports to 
Thailand and India. However, high infla-
tion has put downward pressure on the 
free-market exchange rate, and inflation 
has been further aggravated by the junta’s 
recent decision to hike petrol prices, a 
move widely credited with sparking the 
recent riots. Burma’s trend growth rate 
has been choked by pervasive govern-
ment controls and endemic rural pov-
erty. 

Exert pressure through ASEAN
 
The best mechanism to force improve-

ment in Burma’s human rights record is 
the Association of Southeast Asian Na-
tions (ASEAN), the region’s leading eco-
nomic organization. Burma’s 1997 ac-
cession to the organization was hailed as 
a geopolitical breakthrough that would 
lead to profound normative changes on 
the part of Burma’s governing regime. 
Yet even prior to the recent outburst of 
violent repression, some ASEAN mem-
bers had become frustrated with Burma’s 
glacial pace of political reform. Malay-
sian Foreign Minister Syed Hamid Albar 
recently declared, “ASEAN has reached a 
stage where it is not possible to defend its 
member when that member is not mak-
ing an attempt to cooperate.” Burma’s 
crumbling credibility within ASEAN 
was further demonstrated when it con-
ceded to pressure from other members to 

pass up on the 2006 chairmanship of the 
organization. 

Political discussions in Southeast 
Asia were abuzz this past summer at the 
prospect that ASEAN members would, 
on the occasion of fortieth anniversary 
celebrations in Singapore this Novem-
ber, produce a new charter with provi-
sions protecting human rights. However, 
Singaporean Prime Minister Lee Hsien 
Loong has abdicated leadership by al-
lowing Burma an effective veto over the 
document, noting “It cannot compel the 
[sic] countries to do things which they 
do not want to agree to in the first place. 
And among the countries which have to 
agree to this document will be Myan-
mar.” 

Singapore and the other eight 
members of ASEAN must scrap the  
organization’s long-standing principle 
of sovereign non-interference. ASEAN’s 
Treaty of Amity and Cooperation in 

Buddhist monks pray 
at a Free Burma soli-
darity protest for the 
2007 protests against 

the government junta. 
This is the latest in 

the series of anti-
government move-

ments that have been 
violently suppressed 

by the military junta.

Photo: Karl Jacob

East Asia’s economic leaders sit down at he 2007 ASEAN-China Summit.
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Southeast Asia calls for the peaceful settlement of international 
differences or disputes. Why should this standard be any differ-
ent for intranational disputes? The Charter document presented 
at the summit in Singapore must contain strong language guar-
anteeing human rights. To avoid allegations of moral bullying, 
ASEAN could offer to beef up its counternarcotics assistance to 
Burma, the world’s second-largest opium producer according 
to the UN Office on Drugs and Crime. As a further quid pro 
quo, ASEAN could offer to increase technical assistance to help 
Burma meet its 2008 deadlines under the ASEAN Free Trade 
Agreement’s liberalization   requirements. Given that it seeks to 
diversify an economy heavily-dependent on exports of natural 
gas, the regime may be receptive to such offers. Burma should 
in return release political prisoners and incorporate meaning-
ful language protecting human rights into its new constitution. 
Should Burma fail to uphold its end of the bargain, ASEAN 
must try harder to capture the junta’s attention by breaking 
long-standing taboos and imposing sanctions or expelling Bur-
ma from the organization. 

A Young Generation Eagerly Awaits Change

Ashin Kovida, a twenty-four year-old leader of the protest-
ing Buddhist monks, recently escaped Burma by carrying a 
false identification card, dyeing his hair blonde, and wearing 
a crucifix. His flight to Thailand was the culmination of two 
weeks of dodging security forces, most of which he spent 
hiding in the darkened gloom of an abandoned hut, reliev-
ing himself in a plastic bucket and relying on sporadic food 
deliveries from sympathetic friends. His harrowing tale of 

escape, and his shocking youth, is a clarion call to Canadians 
to support him and his courageous peers. 

Canada’s ties to Burma remain puny – less than $9 mil-
lion in total trade – but Canadians can push for change by 
demanding that our diplomats in Southeast Asia urge their 
host-countries to make ASEAN adopt a more proactive ap-
proach towards Burma. ASEAN’s traditional approach of 
non-intervention has been exposed as a morally absent, sterile 
response to Burma’s outrageous treatment of its citizens. 
The new ASEAN Charter must contain human rights teeth: 
economic and anti-narcotics assistance must be offered to 
Burma in exchange for measurable improvements in respect 
of the rights of Burmese citizens. Ashin Kovida notes that “[i]
nside Burma now, a lot of students and people are organizing 
the next step against the [junta]. I think it will be the same 
time as the Olympics in China.” If it takes the world’s greatest 
sporting event to re-focus the world’s attention on Burma, we 
will have abdicated our pressing moral duty to its beleaguered 
citizens. Were he still alive, U Thant would demand better. 

What you can do: 
•	 Contact	your	local	MP	and	Maxime	Bernier,	Can-

ada’s Minister for Foreign Affairs and International Trade: 
Bernier.M@parl.gc.ca.	Ask	what	Canada	is	doing	to	promote	an	
assertive response by ASEAN  

•	 Become	involved	with	Canadian	Friends	of	Burma:	
http://www.cfob.org/

•	 Learn	more	through	the	web	site	of	Aung	San	Suu	Kyi’s	
National League for Democracy: http://www.ncgub.net/static-
pages/index.php/history

Upcoming Events

Oxfam McGill:
Make Trade Fair campaign: Watch out for fair trade 
chocolate on sale and information on where to buy fair 
trade goods around Montreal
 
McGill Sexual Assault Centre:
SACOMSS Crisis Intervention (Help Line) winter 
training session in January: Interviews around time of 
Activities Night with training to follow.
 

STAND McGill and UNICEF:
When: Friday Jan. 11th

Where: Ultraclub, on rue Cresent 
To will raise money for Darfur, Celebrate Life 

Light presented by STAND McGill and UNICEF.
$8 early bird, $10 in the three days leading up to 

the event. Tickets on sale in Leacock and Shatner.

North Korea Freedom Network Welcome 
Reception

When: 6:30pm, Friday Jan. 18th 
Where: TBA, via our listserv and Facebook group

Featuring Seoul Train, a critically acclaimed 
documentary, and a presentation from the execu-
tive about North Korea. Free food and drinks are 

provided! 
For more info, email nkfn.mcgill@gmail.com
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The new Human Rights Working 
Group t-shirts come emblazoned with the 
following slogan “Human Rights: We’re 
in it for the money”. The implication 
here, obvious enough, is that those of us 
in this line of work are not in pursuit of 
wealth. However, what is really interest-
ing about this statement is the question 
it leaves open about our motivations for 
acting as advocates for human rights and 
“sacrificing” the big bucks that, as future 
lawyers, could be ours to command.

The question is this then: what are 
we in it for? Are we sacrificing out of 
some altruistic sense of duty to the world 
at large? Or is it for the measure of self-
gratification that we get from “giving 
back”? Or, in an even more sinister vein, 
is it a disguised ambition to impress our 
values on others, to “civilize” a barbaric 
world? 

While I doubt that many of us would 
accept the latter as a part of our overt in-
tention, is it possible that the instrument 
we use – the dominant discourse of hu-
man rights – results in little distinction 
between us and the crusaders and mis-
sionaries that came before?

There is a strong consensus in the 
western world that the work that human 
rights activists engage in is inherently 
good. Despite the dominance of rights 
discourse, however, it enjoys something 
considerably less than universal accep-
tance. Competing perspectives abound, 
including what we have termed the Is-

lamic and the Asian “challenges”, repre-
senting massive segments of the world’s 
population. From this perspective, the 
human rights project is a perpetuation of 
a historic pattern of subordination of the 
rest by the West. In trying to universalize 
European norms, western activists seek 
to save and to civilize the Other and in 
this sense there is little that distinguishes 
the human rights zealot from the colonial 
administrator, the bible-wielding Chris-
tian missionary, or the merchant of free 
enterprise. As Isaiah Berlin once said “To 
manipulate men, to propel them toward 
goals which you – the social reformers – 
see, but they may not, is to deny their 
human essence, to treat them as objects 
without wills of their own, and therefore 
to degrade them.”

Like natural rights, however, human 

rights are frequently justified on the basis 
that they are inherent in us as humans. 
As such, they are not European norms 
but instead are universal, and their end 
is the vindication of objective principles 
not contingent on our actions or our 
beliefs. The constantly shifting substan-
tive content of rights throughout history 
suggests, however, that even if there are 
natural rights, we lack epistemic access 
to them. Take, for example, one of the 
earliest extant set of laws, Hammurabi’s 
code, wherein almost every article runs 
contrary to current human rights prin-
ciples. 

While we would like to believe that 
we have made moral progress since An-
cient Babylon, the development of hu-
man rights after WWII did not stem 
from a belief in innate human goodness 

by Celeste Shankland

Lawyers march for human rights in Zimbabwe

or
Misguided Missionary

Humble Humanitarian?

Photo:  student.britannica.com
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or moral progress, but rather, from the recognition of human 
cruelty. Michael Ignatieff has argued that human rights arose in 
post-war Europe out of fear rather than triumphalism, and as 
a result, can be distinguished from the self-confident Western 
imperialism of the past.

But if this is true, where is our humility? 
Even in this age of pragmatic pluralism, 
we appear to be system addicts. We 
seek to relate everything to a sin-
gle central vision, to a universal 
organizing principle – this time, 
human rights. We hold steadfast 
to the idea that footprints are 
only left by those who simplify the 
world for the rest of us, who give us a 
paradigm within which to function (e.g. 
Hegel, Darwin, Freud, Marx, Smith…). But, is 
life too complex to squeeze in to any unitary scheme? Are we 
failing to learn the lessons of the past with respect to the dan-
gers of hegemonic discourse, and the oppression and exclusion 
that this can entail? 

On the other hand, without this, how do we act against 
perceived injustice? On what basis do we proceed? Somewhere 

in the midst of all this we have to put our feet down, ground 
ourselves before we become paralyzed by the impossibility of 
justified action in a relative world. Human rights activists are 
thus understandably oft inclined to focus on the basis of what 
human rights do for those who suffer. But, while an anti-foun-
dationalist approach is appealing, there are concerns with this 

as well. If we are going to justify human rights based 
on their tangible results, how do we actually 

measure these? And, does the evidence 
really suggest that this instrument 

has brought about substantial 
positive change on a global level? 
If not, do we need to be think-
ing more about how to reform 
or change the discourse, or even 

to jettison it altogether? 
However, theorizing itself is con-

stitutive of our social world, and in this 
sense, the discourse, study, and practice of hu-

man rights, like law, are inherently creative activities. We have 
a responsibility to engage with and to question the discourse 
that we employ, as well as to concern ourselves with the impli-
cations that this may have, particularly at the margins. Lest we 
forget, the crusaders of the past genuinely believed that they 
were saviours too. 

Activists Need to Recognize Dangers of a Single Moral Vision
 continued from page 15

Are we failing to learn 
the lessons of the past with 

respect to the dangers of hegemonic 
discourse, and the oppression and 

exclusion that this can entail?”

“


