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The Committee against Torture ("the Committee") was established to monitor the 
implementation of the Convention against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading 
Treatment or Punishment ("the Convention") by State parties. It consists of 10 experts who 
meet twice a year during May and November for three weeks in Geneva. Its 31st session was 
held in Geneva from 10 to 21 November 2003. 
 
Reports by States 
 
Cameroon (3rd periodic report) 
 
The Committee welcomed the third periodic report of Cameroon, covering the years 1996 
to2000, and applauded the State for having constructed new prisons and bestowing amnesty 
on 1'757 inmates to alleviate overcrowding, the movement to finalise a law protecting 
women from violence, and the creation of a technical committee to begin amending the Penal 
Code with a view to ratify the Rome Statute. However, the Committee noted that allegations 
of systematic torture were still widespread within the country, especially within the police 
force and gendarmerie. The experts also showed concern over implementing legislation and 
ensuring that such laws condemning torture were actually put into practice. 

Committee members examined the justice system closely, in particular the situation in 
prisons and detention centres. Among its concerns, the Committee commented on the poor 
facilities, use and length of solitary confinement and the high number of deaths attributed to 
torture in the central prison of Douala. The Committee urged the State party to conduct an 
immediate investigation into these deaths and bring the perpetrators to justice. It further 
strongly suggested more legislative measures to reduce prison populations, such as the 
release of minors with first-time offences, and surprise visits to prisons to ensure they are 
keeping up to code. 

Drawing on a report from the Country Rapporteur, members questioned the 
exceptional jurisdiction provided for tribal chiefs and demanded to know under what 
conditions trials and sentencing were carried out in these instances. Given the high number of 
complaints against the police and gendarmerie, the Committee also questioned a law that 
allows members of these forces to be prosecuted only after consultation with the Ministry of 
Defence. Experts feared that this law amounted to impunity and asked for clarification. 

Even though the State party is improving the situation of women, the Committee 
suggested stronger measures to protect women against violence in all sectors of society. 
Committee members questioned the apparent inability of State party legislation to guarantee 
the separation of women from men in prison cells in the current overcrowded situation. 
Moreover, the antiquated law, whereby rapists could be absolved of their crime by marrying 
their victims, alarmed Committee members and they called for its immediate repeal. 
 
Colombia (3rd periodic report) 
 
The Committee encouraged an open dialogue with the State party on its third periodic report 
covering the years 1999 to 2000. Committee members first highlighted several positive 
legislative steps taken by the State party. These included the adoption of a new Procedural 
Penal Code that explicitly prohibits information obtained by torture from being used in a court 
of law, the creation of a new Military Penal Code that prevents the use of torture, genocide 
or forced disappearance by the armed forces and the ratification of the Inter-American 
Convention on Forced Disappearance of Persons. The Committee was also pleased with the 
increasingly close co-operation of the State party with the United Nations High Commissioner 
for Refugees. Despite these encouraging developments however, members noted that the 
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ongoing conflict with armed guerrillas was the source of many grave violations of human 
rights. 

Regarding the prevention of torture, several Committee members commented and 
demanded clarification between the official State party report and information provided by 
civil society on such matters. The Committee quoted reports alleging that not only were a 
high number of forced disappearances and arbitrary acts of violence being perpetrated by 
armed guerrillas, but that often the State police force were complicit in these crimes. 

The Committee showed concern over the strong legal power given to members of the 
police force in the Constitution. Several members felt that such measures amounted to 
impunity and recommended that the State party consider rescinding these rights. Given the 
high number of arbitrary detentions reported from NGOs, Committee members questioned the 
availability of habeas corpus to prisoners, as well as access to a doctor, lawyer and family 
member from the outset of incarceration. They urged the State party to address the 
numerous concerns and complaints surrounding the military and paramilitary forces and to 
take action to decrease their absolute authority. 

Committee members further commented that human rights defenders within the State 
appeared to be extremely vulnerable to forced disappearances, torture and death and 
demanded their protection. Finally, the experts addressed the issue of redress and suggested 
that the State party contribute to the United Nations Voluntary Fund for Victims of Torture. 
 
Latvia (initial report) 
 
The initial report by the State party included several legislative and administrative measures 
that impressed Committee members. These measures included: Chapter 8 of the 
Constitutional Court outlining fundamental human rights; the creation of the National Human 
Rights Office to handle complaints of human rights violations; and the adoption of the 
Regulation on the Internal Rules of the Remand Prisons, which incorporates prisoner rights. 
The Committee further commended the State party for encouraging the participation of civil 
society in monitoring detention centres. 

Regarding treatment of prisoners, members cited statements from the two visits of the 
European Committee for the Prevention of Torture and Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or 
Punishment (CPT) made in 1999 and 2002, which reported sub-standard detention facilities, 
delayed access to medical and legal counsel, and serious allegations of police brutality. The 
Committee demanded to know the outcome of these recommendations, especially in 
connection with so-called "short-term detention isolators" where the CPT reported that 
persons remained in pre-trial detentions for up to several years. Furthermore, Committee 
members not only criticised the State party’s slow justice system, but also the apparent lack 
of impartiality of the internal security office of the State police which handles complaints of 
alleged violence by police officers. 

The Committee commented on the failure to grant asylum to those arriving in Latvia 
who could have successfully petitioned elsewhere and the often long detention period they 
face if their case gets rejected. The State party also has a disproportionately large population 
of people with "non-citizen" status, which caused concern among the Committee members. 
This number has been reduced in previous years, but members urged the State party to 
continue their naturalisation and language training programmes. Also, Committee members 
wanted the State party to investigate and explain claims of citizens losing their legal status as 
a direct result of temporarily leaving the country. 

The Committee suggested the inclusion of psychological and moral suffering into the 
State party’s definition of torture, to bring it more in line with the Convention. They also 
demanded clarification on the distinction of "torment" from "torture" as provided for in the 
definition and asked if a person could be tried for "crimes of torment". Finally, the experts 
recommended that the State party disseminate widely the findings of this Committee, and 
consider ratifying Articles 21 and 22 and the Optional Protocol. 
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Lithuania (initial report) 
 
The Committee welcomed the initial report of Lithuania, noting that the State party had 
implemented several legislative changes to become more compliant with the Convention. 
These measures included the adoption of a new Criminal Code and Code of Criminal 
Procedure and the ratifications of the Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court and 
the European Convention for the Prevention of Torture. Moreover, the Committee was 
pleased by the establishment of the Witness and Victim Protection Service of the police 
department and efforts made by the State party to construct a confidential complaints 
process for victims of torture. Although the Committee applauded these changes, it did not 
overlook the lateness of the report (five years) and its failure to comply with reporting 
guidelines. 

The Committee’s criticisms focused on the treatment of prisoners and detainees within 
the justice system, citing complaints of police brutality, overcrowding and the apparent lack 
of interest that court appointed lawyers show towards their clients. The Committee was 
especially interested in the issue of inter-prisoner violence, specifically against women, and 
requested to see more disaggregated data on the issue in the next periodic report. As it is 
stipulated in the Convention, several members of the Committee urged the State party to 
guarantee immediate access to a doctor, lawyer and family members during detention. The 
State party was also advised to thoroughly screen detainees for health problems such as 
tuberculosis. 

Furthermore, the Committee expressed concern over the absence of a comprehensive 
definition of torture that conformed to Article 1 of the Convention. Several members felt that 
the current language alluded to principles contained in the Convention, but was vulnerable to 
subjective interpretation and should be more concrete. In reference to Article 3, the 
Committee members also urged the State party to ensure that foreigners were not held in 
sub-standard detention centres, or expelled to countries where they might be in danger of 
torture. 

The Committee also demanded clarification on a number of other issues, including 
allegations of brutality towards conscripts in the armed forces, compensation programmes for 
victims of torture and the viability of anonymous accusations in court. 
 
Morocco (3rd periodic report) 
 
The Committee examined the third periodic report of Morocco, observing that the State party 
faced numerous challenges in the face of the terrorist attacks on 16 May 2002. Nevertheless, 
the Committee noted that the State party had put into effect several measures in line with 
the Convention, such as: extending the mandate of the Consultative Council for Human 
Rights (CCDH), creating a grievances board (the Diwan al-Madhalim) to accept and address 
complaints of human rights violations, ongoing reform of the criminal code, and organising a 
Human Rights Documentation, Information and Training Centre to train and educate prison 
officials, doctors and administrators on human rights conventions. The Committee was also 
pleased to see the State party working in strong co-operation with civil society. 

Members however questioned some aspects of the Anti-Terrorism Act, passed on 28 
May 2002, concerning the suspension of the right to council for those held under suspect of 
terrorism. The Committee was concerned by the high number of allegations of torture and 
cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment by prison and police officials and the 
increase of arrests for political reasons. The Committee recommended immediate and 
impartial investigations by the State party into each allegation of mistreatment. Members also 
suggested a revision of the penal code to provide an avenue of redress for all victims of 
torture in the manner of reparations and rehabilitation. 

The Committee recommended that the State party put in place a concise definition of 
the torture that coincides with the guidelines of the Convention and clearly prohibits the use 
of torture under even exceptional circumstances. Members urged the State party to ensure 
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for all detainees the rapid access to a doctor, lawyer and member of family and to reduce the 
length of pre-trial detention. Finally, the Committee went on to suggest that the State party 
consider ratifying Articles 21 and 22 of the Convention regarding the address of individual 
complaints. 
 
Yemen (initial report) 
 
In light of the difficulties the State party faces in its ongoing fight against terrorism, the 
Committee praised several recent legislative advances it has made in the field of human 
rights. These changes most notably include the establishment of the Human Rights Ministry 
(effective 2003) to promote and protect respect for human rights and provide an avenue for 
complaints of human rights abuses. The Committee also applauded the ratification of several 
major human rights instruments and the State party’s close co-operation with the 
International Committee for the Red Cross (ICRC). However, the experts could not help but 
comment that the report was over ten years late and failed to conform to the Convention's 
guidelines, citing that it does not effectively illustrate or analyse the operations of the State 
party. 

Respecting the State party’s incorporation of Islamic Sharia law in their justice system, 
the Committee nevertheless pointedly discussed the regular use of corporal punishment and 
its violation of the Convention. Several members mentioned that the penalties of flogging, 
beating, and stoning were diametrically conflicted with the definition of torture in Article 1. 
They also demanded clarification on the public implementation of amputations and 
executions, stating that, aside from being examples of torture, they could also be considered 
degrading (provided against in Article 16). 

Moreover, the Committee also expressed concern about prison and detention centres, 
specifically in regard to women and juveniles. The experts urged the State party to reconsider 
the set age of criminal responsibility, which is currently seven years old, and ensure that 
juveniles have separate penal facilities. As State law stipulates that women must be 
accompanied at all times by a male relative, women being released from prison are often 
abandoned and are forced to stay in prisons much longer than their sentence. The Committee 
stressed the need for the State party to develop halfway homes to accommodate women in 
these situations. 

Members of the Committee agreed that efforts must be strengthened to abolish de 
facto incommunicado detention in prisons and to investigate all allegations of torture by 
prison guards, police or other public officials immediately and impartially. The Committee 
recommended further co-operation with the Office of the High Commissioner of Human 
Rights and other human rights mechanisms, including civil society within the State, to 
develop training programmes that would disseminate the principles of the Convention. Finally, 
the State party was urged to consider ratifying the Optional Protocol to the Convention. 


