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Secretary-General Guterres, Under-Secretary-General Voronkov, and distinguished representatives, it is 

an honor to be attending the second day of the High-Level Conference on Counter-Terrorism.  

In his opening remarks to this summit yesterday, United Nations Secretary-General Guterres 

emphasized that counterterrorism measures must “fully respect” human rights in order to succeed. 

Human Rights Watch could not agree more.   

Disconcertingly, however, we have been hearing variations of this lofty commitment from the United 

Nations for years, with little if any translation of words into action on the ground.  Instead, we are 

witnessing an alarming, global rollback of human rights in the same of countering terrorism. Those who 

suffer the consequences include bloggers, peaceful protesters, academics and civil society members. 

They include innocent men, women and children targeted because of their ethnicity, religion, or 

nationality. 

Let us consider just one example: detentions and prosecutions in Iraq in the aftermath of the 

multinational effort to rout the Islamic State. There, several thousand suspects have been handed 

sentences of life in prison or death after being convicted of membership in the Islamic State, even if they 

were not found to have directly supported, planned or committed violent acts. Trial proceedings often 

last just minutes.  

In one case we documented, a woman told the court that her husband took their 2-year-old son to an 

ISIS-controlled area and told her that if she did not join them, she would never see her child again. The 

woman received a life sentence even though the prosecution did not contest her testimony. 

While spouses of ISIS members are receiving life and death sentences, suspects in these trials are not 

prosecuted for the rape or sexual slavery of Yezidi women and girls.  

Many victims of counterterrorism policies are children. In one case we documented, an Iraqi court 

sentenced two children from Azerbaijan, ages 13 and 14, to six months in jail for illegally entering Iraq 

even though they had been brought there by their parents when they were 10 and 11.  



Children suspected of ISIS membership are in many cases detained for months without counsel or access 

to family. Human Rights Watch has also documented cases of these children being tortured. They 

include 17 boys we met in a prison in Iraqi Kurdistan. One boy was only 11. These boys trembled and 

cried when they told us of being slapped, whipped with cables, held in stress positions, and in some 

cases given electric shocks. But they cried even harder when they described not being able to see their 

parents or even hear their voices over the phone for weeks or months. 

In Iraq and Syria, some 3,000 foreign spouses and children of ISIS members from dozens of countries are 

being held in de-facto internment camps. Most of their governments are unwilling or in some cases may 

be unable to process their cases and bring them home.  

I raise the case of Iraq because it involves multiple UN member states. But we are witnessing many 

additional human rights abuses in the name of countering terrorism in many other countries around the 

globe, including those eloquently outlined by other civil society representatives in today’s assembly. 

Human Rights Watch calls on the United Nations to show leadership to help reverse this course. We 

offer you our hand in this quest. 

Absent concerted efforts by the UN leadership and its member states to check abusive counterterrorism 

responses, the United Nations risks sabotaging the very human rights architecture that it has 

painstakingly constructed over the past seven decades. In the process, it risks helping turn much of the 

world into a police state. And that is precisely the kind of recruitment card that groups like ISIS, Al-

Qaeda, Boko Haram and Al-Shabab desire. 

Thank you. 


