
Need for transparency, investigations, in light of 
“alarming” reports of major violations in south-east 
Turkey – Zeid 
 
 

GENEVA (10 May 2016) – UN High Commissioner for Human Rights Zeid Ra’ad Al Hussein said 
Tuesday that he had received a succession of alarming reports about violations allegedly 
committed by Turkish military and security forces in south-east Turkey over the past few 
months, and urged the Turkish authorities to give independent investigators, including UN 
staff, unimpeded access to the area to verify the veracity of such reports. 

“More and more information has been emerging from a variety of credible sources about the 
actions of security forces in the town of Cizre during the extended curfew there from mid-
December until early March,” Zeid said. “And the picture that is emerging, although still 
sketchy, is extremely alarming.” 

“I strongly condemn violence and other unlawful acts committed by the youth groups and 
other non-state agents, allegedly affiliated with the PKK , in Cizre and other areas, and I 
regret any loss of life as a result of terrorist acts wherever they have occurred,” Zeid said. 
“However, while Turkey has a duty to protect its population from acts of violence, it is 
essential that the authorities respect human rights at all times while undertaking security or 
counter-terrorism operations – and international law prohibiting torture, extrajudicial killings, 
disproportionate use of lethal force and arbitrary detention must be observed.” 

The High Commissioner said he had received reports of unarmed civilians – including women 
and children – being deliberately shot by snipers, or by gunfire from tanks and other military 
vehicles. 

“There also appears to have been massive, and seemingly highly disproportionate, destruction 
of property and key communal infrastructure – including buildings hit by mortar or shellfire, 
and damage inflicted on the contents of individual apartments and houses taken over by 
security forces,” he said. “There are also allegations of arbitrary arrests, and of torture and 
other forms of ill-treatment, as well as reports that in some situations ambulances and 
medical staff were prevented from  reaching the wounded. On top of all this, there has been 
huge displacement triggered by the curfews and by subsequent fighting, shelling, killings and 
arrests in many places in the south-east.” 

“Most disturbing of all,” the High Commissioner said, “are the reports quoting witnesses and 
relatives in Cizre which suggest that more than 100 people were burned to death as they 
sheltered in three different basements that had been surrounded by security forces.” 

“All these allegations, including those levelled at the groups fighting against the security 
forces, are extremely serious and should be thoroughly investigated, but do not appear to 
have been so far,” Zeid said. “The Turkish Government has not responded positively to 
requests by my Office and other parts of the United Nations to visit the region to collect 
information first-hand.” 



The UN Human Rights Chief noted that more information has emerged from Cizre compared 
to other districts, towns and villages in the south-east – including Silopi, Nusaybin and the 
Sur district of Diyarbakýr, the main city in the region – which were sealed off for weeks on 
end, and are still next to impossible to access, because of the heavy security presence. 

“In 2016, to have such a lack of information about what is happening in such a large and 
geographically accessible area is both extraordinary and deeply worrying,” Zeid said. “This 
black-out simply fuels suspicions about what has been going on. I therefore renew my call for 
access for UN staff and other impartial observers and investigators, including civil society 
organizations and journalists.” 

Noting alarm bells rung by other international human rights entities in recent weeks,* Zeid 
called for a prompt investigation and prosecution of all those suspected of being involved in 
violations of the right to life, including extrajudicial killings and disproportional use of lethal 
force, and stressed that the judiciary should act independently from all other branches of the 
State, including the military and the Executive.  He also called on the Turkish authorities to 
allow the return of all those who have been forcibly displaced, and urged them to ensure that, 
in future, curfews are limited to the minimum duration necessary and with due concern for 
human rights obligations and humanitarian considerations. 

The High Commissioner noted Turkey’s continued engagement with UN human rights bodies, 
including the recent visit of UN Working Group on Enforced or Involuntary Disappearances; 
the recent review of the country’s record by the UN Committee on the Protection of the Rights 
of All Migrant Workers and Members of Their Families; and the ongoing review by the UN 
Committee against Torture which will issue its concluding observations on Friday 13 May.** 

ENDS 

* On 14 April, the Council of Europe’s Commissioner for Human Rights stated that “respect for 
human rights has deteriorated at an alarming speed in recent months in the context of 
Turkey’s fight against terrorism;” and the UN Working Group on Enforced or Involuntary 
Disappearances, which visited Turkey from 14-18 March, stated its concern “at the 
increasingly worrisome situation in the South-East of the country and its wide impact on 
human rights.” The Working Group also stressed “the need to undertake a thorough and 
impartial investigation into all allegations of human rights violations in the context of the 
current security operations, including of families not being able to have access to the bodies 
of their killed loved ones or of bodies being disposed of.” 

**To see the 25 April 2016 concluding observations of the UN Committee on the Protection of 
the Rights of Migrant Workers, go 
to: http://tbinternet.ohchr.org/_layouts/treatybodyexternal/Download.aspx?symbolno=CMW
%2fC%2fTUR%2fCO%2f1&Lang=en 

The concluding observations of the UN Committee against Torture will be posted at around 
13:00 on Friday 13 May 2016 
at: http://tbinternet.ohchr.org/_layouts/treatybodyexternal/SessionDetails1.aspx?SessionID=
1011&Lang=en 

http://tbinternet.ohchr.org/_layouts/treatybodyexternal/Download.aspx?symbolno=CMW/C/TUR/CO/1&Lang=en
http://tbinternet.ohchr.org/_layouts/treatybodyexternal/Download.aspx?symbolno=CMW/C/TUR/CO/1&Lang=en
http://tbinternet.ohchr.org/_layouts/treatybodyexternal/SessionDetails1.aspx?SessionID=1011&Lang=en
http://tbinternet.ohchr.org/_layouts/treatybodyexternal/SessionDetails1.aspx?SessionID=1011&Lang=en


The preliminary observations of the UN Working Group on Enforced or Involuntary 
Disappearances, can be viewed 
at: http://www.ohchr.org/EN/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.aspx?NewsID=18476&LangID=
E 

To view Zeid Ra’ad Al Hussein’s earlier statement about a specific incident in Cizre that was 
captured on video, go 
to: http://www.ohchr.org/EN/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.aspx?NewsID=17002&LangID=
E 

For more information and media requests, please contact please contact Rupert Colville 
(+41 22 917 9767 / rcolville@ohchr.org) or Cécile Pouilly (+41 22 917 9310 
/ cpouilly@ohchr.org) 

For your news websites and social media: Multimedia content & key messages relating to 
our news releases are available on UN Human Rights social media channels, listed below. 
Please tag us using the proper handles: 
Twitter: @UNHumanRights 
Facebook: unitednationshumanrights 
Instagram: unitednationshumanrights 
Google+: unitednationshumanrights 
Youtube: unohchr 

- See more at: 
http://www.ohchr.org/EN/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.aspx?NewsID=19937&LangID=E#
sthash.7J0kr9FT.dpuf 
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