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functioning at all. In many villages, there are no water pumps to provide clean water. 

In the most remote areas of northern CAR, state structures are virtually non-

existent—there are no police officers, administrative officials, teachers, or health 

professionals. There are almost no development projects in many parts of the north, 

in contrast with southern CAR, where the donor community and the World Bank are 

supporting large-scale development initiatives.  

 

This marginalization is especially profound in the sparsely populated Vakaga 

province in the northeast, which takes four days of driving over bad roads to reach 

from the capital, Bangui. The people of the northeast are essentially cut off from the 

more prosperous south and are indeed physically cut off from the rest of the country 

during the rainy season, when the poorly constructed roads become impassable. A 

village leader in Vakaga province explained to Human Rights Watch how this 

isolation and neglect has fueled rebellion: “Since independence until now, the State 

has ignored us. We have the problems of bad roads, no hospitals, no schools, no 

clean water in our communities.”14 

 

CAR’s Security Services and Civilian Protection 

A long-standing problem for the civilian population in northern CAR is the failure of 

the state to afford them protection and the rule of law. In the face of banditry and 

rebellion they are basically left to fend for themselves. General Lamine Cissé, the 

Special Representative of the UN Secretary-General in CAR and head of the BONUCA 

peace-support operation, accurately summed up the security situation when he 

stated that the security forces are “incapable of making the country feel safe,” and 

explained this is why the CAR authorities need “international baby-sitting” to deal 

with the security situation in the north.15 

 

Poverty coupled with decades of political instability and military splits have left the 

country with security services that are ill-trained, abusive, and inadequate. Such 

forces are unable to provide effective security for the population of northern CAR. In 

                                                      
14 Human Rights Watch interview with a community leader, Ouandja, February 24, 2007. 

15 FIDH, “Forgotten, Stigmatised,” p. 48. 
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effect, the CAR security services often find themselves outgunned by better-armed 

bandit and rebel groups, both local and from neighboring countries. 

 

In most of CAR, but particularly the north, the military does not have barracks to 

house its troops–most have been destroyed in successive rebellions and mutinies. 

Troops find their own lodgings in civilian neighborhoods. This is an obstacle to army 

commanders asserting effective control over their soldiers and contributes to 

indiscipline, drunkenness, and abuses against the civilian population.16 Troops often 

do not receive food and other supplies, leading to looting and extortion. 

 

The extremely limited capacity of the military was clearly visible to Human Rights 

Watch during its work in northern CAR. In Paoua, one of the largest towns affected by 

the APRD rebellion in the northwest, the local FACA contingent fluctuated between 

30 and 60 soldiers, most of whom were out of uniform, undisciplined, and frequently 

drunk. A single FACA section of approximately 30 persons was responsible for the 

entire Batangafo-Kabo-Ouandago triangle in Ouham prefecture, which stretches 

hundreds of kilometers, all of them crammed into a single open landcruiser with a 

mounted machinegun. Even this section was not permanently based in the triangle, 

but had recently arrived on temporary deployment. 

 

The population of northern CAR finds itself caught in a dilemma: they want the state 

to provide protection against bandits and other abusive non-state forces, but they 

are suffering disproportionately from reprisals and other abuses committed by 

security forces that ought to be responsible for their protection. Donors find 

themselves facing a similar dilemma: they want to contribute to building an effective 

security force in CAR, but do not want to become entangled with a security force with 

a brutal record of human rights abuses. 

 

Ultimately, a military response to the banditry and insecurity in northern CAR is only 

a short-term palliative. In order to ensure security, law and order, and the protection 

of the human rights of the civilian population, CAR needs to establish an effective 

                                                      
16 When asked what needed to change to stop military abuses, one FACA commander told Human Rights Watch that the first 
priority was to construct proper barracks for the soldiers: “We need to reconstruct the barracks, because soldiers and their 
commanders need to be on bases so they can be trained and supervised. If the soldiers stay with the civilians, there are 
always problems.”  Human Rights Watch interview with Lt. Armand Djongasso, Batangafo, February 19, 2007. 
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police force and legal system, with access to justice for victims of human rights 

abuses, and guaranteed fair trials for everyone. 
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Applicable legal standards 

 

The conflicts in CAR, involving the Forces armées centrafricaines (FACA), the Garde 

présidentielle (GP), the Armée populaire pour la restauration de la République et la 

démocratie (APRD), and the Union des forces démocratiques pour le rassemblement 

(UFDR) are internal, non-international armed conflicts in which all parties are bound 

by applicable standards of international humanitarian law (the laws of war). The 

parties to the conflict in CAR are specifically obligated to observe customary 

international humanitarian law as it applies to non-international armed conflict, 

article 3 common to the four 1949 Geneva Conventions, (“common article 3”), and 

Additional Protocol II of 1977 to the Geneva Conventions, which is applicable to 

conflicts between a countries’ armed forces and other organized armed groups. CAR 

is a party to the 1949 Geneva Conventions and also both Additional Protocols.17 

 

CAR has also ratified the Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court (ICC), and 

so accordingly, all persons in CAR responsible for war crimes and other violations of 

the Rome Statute committed after July 2002, when the statute entered into force, are 

subject to the ICC’s jurisdiction.18 

 

Applicable international humanitarian law forbids deliberate harming of civilians and 

of those who are not engaged in armed hostilities at the time, including wounded 

and captured combatants.  

 

                                                      
17 Geneva Convention for the Amelioration of the Condition of the Wounded and Sick in Armed Forces in the Field (First Geneva 
Convention), 75 U.N.T.S. 31, entered into force October 21, 1950; Geneva Convention for the Amelioration of the Condition of 
Wounded, Sick and Shipwrecked Members of Armed Forces at Sea (Second Geneva Convention), 75 U.N.T.S. 85, entered into 
force October 21, 1950; Geneva Convention relative to the Treatment of Prisoners of War (Third Geneva Convention), 75 U.N.T.S. 
135, entered into force October 21, 1950; Geneva Convention relative to the Protection of Civilian Persons in Time of War 
(Fourth Geneva Convention), 75 U.N.T.S. 287, entered into force October 21, 1950. CAR became a party to the Geneva 
Conventions in 1966. Protocol Additional to the Geneva Conventions of 12 August 1949, and Relating to the Protection of 
Victims of International Armed Conflicts (Protocol I), 1125 U.N.T.S. 3, entered into force December 7, 1978; Protocol Additional 
to the Geneva Conventions of 12 August 1949, and Relating to the Protection of Victims of Non-International Armed Conflicts 
(Protocol II), 1125 U.N.T.S. 609, entered into force December 7, 1978. CAR became a party to Protocol I and II in 1984.  
18 Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court (Rome Statute), U.N. Doc. A/CONF.183/9, July 17, 1998, entered into force 
July 1, 2002. CAR ratified the Rome Statute on October 3, 2001. 
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International human rights law is also applicable in the conflict. CAR is a party to 

several relevant international human rights treaties, which prohibit violations of 

basic rights including protection from unlawful and arbitrary violations of the right to 

life, freedom from inhuman and degrading treatment and torture, freedom from 

arbitrary detention, due process, right to protection of the home and family, and 

specific protection of children in times of armed conflict.19  

 

In the context of hostilities occurring as part of armed conflict, international 

humanitarian law, as the lex specialis or specialized law, takes precedence but does 

not replace human rights law. Persons under the control of government or armed 

opposition forces in an internal armed conflict must, in all cases, be treated in 

accordance with international humanitarian law, which incorporates important 

human rights standards.  

 

Attacks on Civilians, including looting and destruction of property 

One of the most basic rules of international humanitarian law is that parties to a 

conflict must distinguish between combatants and civilians, and should not 

intentionally target civilians or other persons not taking direct part in hostilities. 

Additional Protocol II also explicitly sets out that “the civilian population and 

individual civilians shall enjoy general protection against the dangers arising from 

military operations.” They are not to be the object of attack, and all acts or threats of 

violence with the primary purpose to spread terror among the civilian population are 

prohibited.20 Protocol II also sets out the customary international law prohibition on 

attacks, destruction, or removal of objects indispensable to the survival of the 

civilian population including food-stuffs, agricultural areas, crops, livestock, drinking 

water installations and supplies, and irrigation works.21 The ICC statute makes the 

                                                      
19 International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR), adopted December 16, 1966, G.A. Res. 2200A (XXI), 21 U.N. 
GAOR Supp. (No. 16) at 52, U.N. Doc. A/6316 (1966), 999 U.N.T.S. 171, entered into force March 23, 1976, acceded to by CAR on 
May 8, 1981; Convention on the Rights of the Child, G.A. res. 44/25, annex, 44 U.N. GAOR Supp. (No. 49) at 167, U.N. Doc. 
A/44/49 (1989), entered into force September 2, 1990, ratified by CAR on April 23, 1992; Convention concerning the 
Prohibition and Immediate Action for the Elimination of the Worst Forms of Child Labour (ILO No. 182), 38 I.L.M. 1207 (1999), 
entered into force November 19, 2000, ratified by CAR on June 28, 2000; African [Banjul] Charter on Human and Peoples' 
Rights, adopted June 27, 1981, OAU Doc. CAB/LEG/67/3 rev. 5, 21 I.L.M. 58 (1982), entered into force October 21, 1986, ratified 
by CAR April, 26 1986. 
20 Additional Protocol II, Article 13.  

21 Additional Protocol II, Article 14.  
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intentional targeting of civilians, including in non-international conflicts, a war 

crime.22   

 

Reprisals and Collective Punishments 

Collective punishments are prohibited under international humanitarian law in all 

circumstances. Reprisals in non-international armed conflicts are prohibited, 

although customary international law does permit a very narrow category of lawful 

belligerent reprisals in international armed conflicts.23  

  

The prohibition on collective punishments and reprisals against civilians, civilian 

property, or others not or no longer taking active part in hostilities is a matter of 

customary international law and also treaty law by which CAR is bound.  

 

Common article 3, as set out above, prohibits in all circumstances acts including 

murder, mutilation, cruel, humiliating and degrading treatment, and torture against 

civilians and other persons taking no active part in the hostilities. Article 4 of 

Additional Protocol II also sets out the fundamental guarantees of humane treatment 

which apply “at any time and in any place whatsoever”, and explicitly includes in 

addition to the acts in common article 3, a prohibition on collective punishments, 

acts of terrorism, and pillage. The International Committee of the Red-Cross 

commentary makes clear that both of these articles leave no room for reprisals in 

non-international armed conflicts.24 

 

The prohibition on collective punishments is not just a prohibition on imposing 

criminal sanctions against persons for actions for which they do not bear individual 

criminal responsibility, but according to the ICRC Commentary, prohibits “all 

                                                      
22 Rome Statute, Article 8(e)(i).  

23 Belligerent reprisals are acts that would otherwise be unlawful acts of war but, when used as an enforcement measures in 

reaction to the unlawful acts of an adversary may, in exceptional cases, be permitted. For a belligerent reprisal to be lawful in 

an international conflict, it must be an exceptional measure carried out as a measure of enforcement against an adversary who 

has violated the laws of war; it must be a measure of last resort; it must be proportionate to the original violation; the decision 

to carry out the reprisal should be carried out at the highest level of government; and the reprisal must stop once the 

adversary has complied with the law.  
24 ICRC Commentaries on Protocol Additional to the Geneva Conventions of 12 August 1949, and relating to the Protection of 
Victims of Non-International Armed Conflicts (Protocol II), 8 June 1977 pp. 1372 – 3, paras. 4530-6.  
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sanctions and harassment of any sort, administrative, by police action or 

otherwise”.25 A collective punishment, which constitutes an attack directed against 

the civilian population, or individual civilians, is also a war crime. 

 

Child soldiers 

The recruitment and use of children under the age of 15 years as soldiers, and their 

participation in active hostilities is prohibited under international humanitarian law 

and listed as a war crime in the Rome Statute for the ICC.26 The Convention on the 

Rights of the Child, to which CAR is party, and the Additional Protocols to the 1949 

Geneva Conventions prohibit any recruitment or use in armed conflict of children 

under the age of 15.27 This standard is now considered customary international law.28 

 

In 2000, the United Nations adopted an Optional Protocol to the Convention on the 

Rights of the Child on the involvement of children in armed conflict, raising the 

minimum age for forced recruitment, conscription, or direct participation in 

hostilities to age 18.29 The protocol also obliges non-governmental armed groups to 

refrain from any recruitment or use of children under age 18. By June 2007, 116 

governments were party to the Optional Protocol. The CAR has not yet ratified the 

treaty.  

 

The CAR is a party to the Worst Forms of Child Labor Convention, adopted by the 

International Labor Organization in 1999, which prohibits the forced recruitment of 

                                                      
25  Ibid. para. 3456; ICRC Commentaries on Protocol Additional to the Geneva Conventions of 12 August 1949, and relating to 
the Protection of Victims of International Armed Conflicts (Protocol I), 8 June 1977,  para. 3055. 
26 Rome Statute, arts. 8(2)(b)(xxvi) and 8(2)(e)(vii).  
27 Convention on the Rights of the Child, G.A. res. 44/25, annex, 44 U.N. GAOR Supp. (No. 49) at 167, U.N. Doc. A/44/49 (1989), 
entered into force September 2 1990. CAR ratified the Convention on April 23, 1992.  
28 In 2004, the Appeals Chamber of the Special Court for Sierra Leone ruled that the prohibition on recruiting children below 
age 15 had crystallized as customary international law prior to 1996, and that, individuals responsible for recruiting children 
under the age of 15 bear criminal responsibility for their acts. Summary of Decision on Preliminary Motion on Lack of 
Jurisdiction (Child Recruitment), Prosecutor v. Sam Hinga Norman, Appeals Chamber of the Special Court for Sierra Leone, May 
31, 2004, Case Number SCSL-2003-14-AR72 (E).  
29 Optional Protocol to the Convention on the Rights of the Child on the involvement of children in armed conflict, adopted 
May 25, 2000, G.A. Res. 54/263, Annex I, 54 U.N. GAOR Supp. (No. 49) at 7, U.N. Doc. A/54/49, Vol. III (2000), entered into 
force February 12, 2002. 
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children under the age of 18 for use in armed conflict as one of the worst forms of 

child labor.30  

 

Summary Executions  

Summary executions are illegal under any circumstances according to both 

international humanitarian and human rights law. Common article 3 explicitly forbids 

summary executions, and serious violations of common article 3 are deemed war 

crimes for the purposes of the Rome Statute. Common article 3, prohibits “at any 

time and in any place whatsoever” with respect to persons taking no active part in 

the hostilities, including members of armed forces who have laid down their arms 

and those placed hors de combat by sickness, wounds, detention, or any other 

cause:  

(a) Violence to life and person, in particular murder of all kinds, mutilation, 

cruel treatment, and torture;  

(b) Taking of hostages;  

(c) Outrages upon personal dignity, in particular humiliating and degrading 

treatment;  

(d) The passing of sentences and the carrying out of executions without 

previous judgment pronounced by a regularly constituted court, affording all 

the judicial guarantees which are recognized as indispensable by civilized 

peoples.  

 

Ill treatment, including rape and SGBV 

Beatings and ill-treatment of civilians and others not directly partaking in hostilities, 

which amount to cruel treatment or torture, outrages upon personal dignity, or 

humiliating and degrading treatment, are all serious violations of international 

humanitarian law and can be tried as war crimes. Rape and any other form of sexual 

violence which take place in a non-international conflict are also serious violations 

of international human rights and humanitarian law, and specifically listed as war 

crimes under the Rome Statute. 

                                                      
30Convention concerning the Prohibition and Immediate Action for the Elimination of the Worst Forms of Child Labour (ILO No. 
182), entered into force November 19, 2000, and was ratified by the CAR on June 28, 2000. CAR is yet to become a party to the 
Optional Protocol to the Convention on the Rights of the Child, adopted by the U.N. in 2000, which sets 18 as the minimum 
age for all participation in hostilities, all forced recruitment or conscription, and all recruitment by non-state armed groups.  
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Rebellion in the Northwest 

 

Almost immediately after the May 2005 elections that led to coup leader General 

Bozizé becoming President, fighting broke out in the densely populated northwest, 

home to nearly 1 million of the CAR’s 4 million people, causing the displacement of 

more than 100,000 civilians.31  Although multiple rebel groups have claimed to be 

active in the area, the rebellion is dominated by the Popular Army for the Restoration 

of the Republic and Democracy (Armée populaire pour la restauration de la 
République et la démocratie, APRD) and combines elements of ex-President 

Patassé’s Presidential Guard with local self-defense groups seeking security for their 

communities.  The CAR army, particularly the Garde présidentielle (GP), has carried 

out attacks on the civilian population, burning thousands of civilian homes, and 

committing widespread summary executions and other unlawful killings of civilians. 

 

The Origins of Conflict 

After initially suspending the Constitution, declaring himself President, and seizing 

both executive and legislative powers in 2003,32 President Bozizé embarked on a 

democratic transition to legitimate his rule. In December 2004, a new Constitution 

was adopted by referendum, setting the stage for Presidential elections. 33 Twelve 

candidates announced their intention to run, including President Bozizé, his Prime 

Minister Abel Goumba, former Presidents André Kolingba and Ange-Félix Patassé, 

and four former Ministers of the Patassé presidency.34 

                                                      
31 According to UNFPA, the estimated 2007 population of CAR is 4,216,666. UNFPA, “Population Projection for CAR, 2007”. The 
estimated populations of the affected provinces are: 390,641 for Ouham, 445,483 for Ouham-Pendé, and 124,651 for Nana-
Grébizi, for a total of 960,775 persons. UN OCHA, “Central African Republic Factsheet”, February 2007, 
http://ocha.unog.ch/humanitarianreform/Portals/1/cluster%20approach%20page/training/CSLT%20March%2007/best%20
practices/CAR%20Fact%20Sheet.pdf (accessed July 11, 2007). One-hundred-two thousand persons are believed to be 
displaced by the conflict in the northwest: 30,000 from Ouham, 37,000 from Ouham-Pendé, and 35,000 from Nana-Grébizi. UN 
OCHA, “Central African Republic Fact Sheet”, June 2007, 
http://ochadms.unog.ch/quickplace/cap/main.nsf/h_Index/MYR_2007_CAR/$FILE/MYR_2007_CAR.doc?OpenElement 
(accessed July 11, 2007). 
32 Constitutional Act No. 1, dated March 15, 2003. 

33 The new Constitution, the sixth constitution in CAR’s post-independence history, was promulgated by President Bozizé on 
December 27, 2004, after a referendum that approved the new constitution with an 87 percent “yes” vote. 
34 The four former Ministers of Patassé’s Presidency were: Jean-Jacques Démafouth, a former Minister of Defense; Jean-Paul 
Ngoupandé and Martin Ziguélé, both former Prime Ministers, and Charles Massi. 
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The nomination process quickly became marred in controversy when the Transitional 

Constitutional Court announced on December 30, 2004 that only five of the 12 

candidates—Bozizé, Kolingba, Goumba, Henri Pouzère, and Auguste Boukanga—

would be allowed to stand, thus excluding former President Patassé and his former 

ministers from the election process, basing itself on technical issues such as the 

illegibility of former President Patassé’s birth certificate. Amidst political and 

diplomatic protests, President Bozizé unilaterally announced on January 4, 2005 that 

he would allow three of the seven excluded candidates—former Patassé ministers 

Ziguélé, Ngoupandé, and Massi—to stand, but still excluded former President 

Patassé and three other candidates. Bozizé justified his exclusion of President 

Patassé and Patassé’s former Defense Minister, Démafouth, on the grounds that 

they were being prosecuted for “blood crimes and economic crimes.”35 After 

mediation by Gabonese President Bongo, 11 of the 12 Presidential candidates were 

allowed to stand, excluding only former President Patassé. 

 

After two rounds of voting in March and May 2005, President Bozizé was elected 

President with a vote of 65 percent against his run-off candidate Martin Ziguélé’s 35 

percent. While the voting itself was generally welcomed as free and fair by the 

international community, the exclusion of Patassé’s candidacy was seen as 

unacceptable by loyalists who soon launched a rebellion in northwestern CAR. Wafio 

Bertin, the APRD’s economic and political advisor, and APRD area commander of the 

Paoua-Boguila axis, told Human Rights Watch: “I joined the APRD in the beginning, 

in April 2005. The APRD was formed after the election of Bozizé, because the election 

was rigged. Some of those who formed the APRD were in the Presidential Guard of 

Patassé. All of those who were around Patassé were persecuted [at that time.]” 36  As 

President Bozizé was about to be sworn into office, in June 2005, armed rebels 

began clashing with government troops in northwestern CAR, Patassé’s home area.37 

 

 

 

                                                      
35 FIDH, “Forgotten, Stigmatised,” p. 44. 

36  Human Rights Watch interview with Wafio Bertin, Boja, February 15, 2007. 

37 “8,000 Central Africans flee to southern Chad in fresh exodus from fighting,” IRIN, June 15, 2005. 
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Zaraguinas and Chronic Insecurity in Northwestern CAR 

However, the rebellion in the northwest is not just related to a political power 

struggle between President Bozizé and the supporters of ex-President Patassé. The 

current crisis is also a product of a longer-term situation of chronic insecurity 

endured by the civilian population who are preyed upon by bands of heavily armed 

bandits popularly known as zaraguinas or coupeurs de route (road bandits), made 

up of CAR nationals and nationals from neighboring countries, especially Chad.  

 

Zaraguinas have long operated in the CAR-Cameroon-Chad border areas, mainly 

attacking travelers on the road and occasionally raiding villages for loot. In recent 

years, bandit groups have taken advantage of the relative security vacuum in the 

northwest to expand their attacks against civilians and on villages. Zaraguinas also 

kidnap young children for ransom, which is their most lucrative criminal activity. 

They target herders, especially the nomadic Peulh communities, who have wealth in 

the form of their cattle which can be sold for ransom. André Yokandji, the Chief of 

Tantalé, explained to Human Rights Watch:  

 

The zaraguinas attack the houses but their main targets are the 

children. They take the children as hostages. The parents are forced to 

sell their livestock to pay for the ransom and free their children.…  After 

an attack in October 2006 four children were still missing. They 

belonged to the same extended family. The zaraguinas asked for 1 

million CFA (US$ 2,000) for the four of them. They mentioned a 

meeting place to the family, and a woman went to negotiate. They gave 

a one-week deadline. We didn’t inform the FACA neither the 

Gendarmes, we were afraid of retaliation. The families sold its cows, 

paid, and got their children back last January.38 

 

Repeated kidnappings have been one of the major reasons for the displacement of 

the nomadic population in northwestern CAR to the larger towns, a pattern of 

displacement distinct from that caused by the security force reprisals, which cause 

the civilian population to seek safety in the bush (see below). 

                                                      
38 Human Rights Watch interview, André Yokandji, Chief of Tantalé village, Bozoum, February 12, 2007. 
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Villagers and local officials both report that the FACA has failed to provide civilian 

protection. The chief of Tantalé village, which has been attacked several times, 

explained that they have no security, no capacity to defend themselves, and would 

like a permanent presence of FACA soldiers.39 The increase in attacks by zaraguinas 

has led some communities to form self-defense units in their villages. These self-

defense units—and the objective of protecting villagers from banditry—form an 

important element of the APRD rebel movement.  

  

Local authorities acknowledge the current incapacity of the FACA to fight efficiently 

against the zaraguinas and to provide security for the population. Some recognize 

that the zaraguinas have virtually disappeared from areas where the APRD rebels are 

present, and that the departure of APRD rebels would probably lead to an upsurge in 

zaraguina attacks. Léonard Bangué, the mayor of Bozoum,40 told Human Rights 

Watch that he had never heard of a confrontation between the FACA and the 

zaraguinas, explaining that the FACA always show up too late after an attack. 

Moreover, the subprefect of Kabo stated that, should the APRD rebels pull out of his 

area, the zaraguinas, who were previously very active in his jurisdiction, would likely 

return to attack the population.41 Hence, resolving the northwestern insurgency will 

require addressing the security vacuum faced by the population in northwestern CAR.  

 

The security situation throughout northern CAR is further complicated by long-

standing tensions over grazing rights, migration routes, and access to water sources 

between the local farming communities and nomadic tribes from CAR, Chad, and 

Sudan, such as the Peulh, Bororo, Mbarara, Fulata, and other Chadian and Sudanese 

nomadic tribes. Such tensions are reminiscent of similar factors contributing to 

conflict in Darfur and are readily exploitable by parties seeking to create further 

instability. 

 

In 2002 tensions between local farmers and Sudanese nomads in the Birao-

Boromata area of Vakaga province broke out into open conflict, resulting in 

hundreds of deaths and widespread destruction. Tension and attacks continue 

                                                      
39 Human Rights Watch interview with André Yokandji, chief of Tantalé village, Bozoum, February 12, 2007,  

40 Human Rights Watch interview with Léonard Bangué, Mayor of Bozoum, February 12, 2007  

41 Human Rights Watch interview with Jean-Marie Ngouakouzou, subprefect of Kabo, February 20, 2007 
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across the region. According to an international humanitarian organization and an 

international television report, as many as 56 local villagers were killed by Sudanese 

nomads in a village of Massabo, outside Boromata in February 17, 2007, a serious 

attack that went virtually unnoticed by the international community.42  Human Rights 

Watch also documented fighting between local communities and Chadian nomads 

identified as Fulata in the Kabo-Ouandago area of Ouham province, resulting in the 

deaths of several people and the burning of villages in 2006 and early 2007.  

 

Make-up of the APRD rebel movement 

Almost all the APRD’s commanders that Human Rights Watch met in northwest CAR 

in February 2007 were former members of ex-President Patassé’s Presidential Guard, 

although there were some with no military background who had joined in response 

to attacks by security forces against the local population. Although APRD leaders 

deny any direct contacts with ex-President Patassé, they acknowledge being in touch 

with some of Patassé’s close associates. Incorporated local self-defense units also 

form a strong component of the rebel force. It has two main areas of operations: The 

Paoua-Boguila-Markounda area of Ouham and Ouham-Pendé provinces, and the 

Batangafo-Kabo-Ouandago-Kaga Bandoro area of Ouham and Nana-Grébizi 

provinces.  

 

The APRD numbers about 1,000 members, according to its officials. In general, APRD 

rebels are poorly armed and equipped. Most rebel groups encountered by Human 

Rights Watch consisted of 10 to 15 persons, with only the unit commander armed 

with an automatic weapon, and the others bearing home-made hunting weapons. 

According to Bertin Wafio, economic and political advisor of the APRD, only about 

200 of its 1,000 soldiers have AK-47 semi-automatic rifles.43  APRD rebels seen by 

Human Rights Watch were dressed in civilian clothes or a variety of military outfits, 

                                                      
42 Human Rights Watch interview (name and place withheld), March 1, 2007.  Nick Paton Walsh, “France’s African War?,” 
Channel 4 news (UK),  June 25, 2007, 
http://www.channel4.com/news/articles/politics/international_politics/frances+african+war/575987 (accessed July 11, 
2007). 
43 Human Rights Watch interview with Bertin Wafio, Boja, February 15, 2007. 
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and were often barefoot. Many did not have ammunition for their guns. The APRD 

does not appear to possess any military vehicles or heavy weaponry.44 

 

APRD leaders vigorously denied receiving any outside support for their rebellion, 

either from State sponsors such as Sudan or Chad, or from private individuals. The 

poor state of the rebels’ weaponry does not suggest any significant foreign 

assistance to the APRD, as most weapons seen by Human Rights Watch were 

obviously home-produced. 45    

 

The APRD does not appear to have a developed political program—even the 

economic and political adviser, Bertin Wafio, struggled to define the APRD’s political 

program to Human Rights Watch. According to Wafio, the APRD came into existence 

in response to Patassé’s exclusion from the 2005 Presidential elections, but the 

main APRD aim is to restore peace and security in the north. Wafio denied that the 

APRD wanted to overthrow the government of President Bozizé, stating instead that it 

merely sought a political dialogue to resolve security issues and political grievances 

in the northwest.  

 

Ouandago: A Case Study in Human Rights Violations and Conflict46  

The recent situation around one particular place, Ouandago, one of the larger towns 

in the area, is a striking example of the complexity of the conflict dynamics in 

northwestern CAR.  

 

Ouandago, which is located in the Batangafo-Kabo-Ouandago “triangle”, has a 

peacetime population of 12,000 persons living in 17 separate neighborhoods, each 

with its own chief. Like many other areas in the northwest, Ouandago began 

experiencing increasing problems with zaraguina bandits following Bozizé’s March 

                                                      
44 International officials interviewed by Human Rights Watch do not believe the APRD possesses any military vehicles or 
heavy weapons. 
45 Those which were not home produced were likely to have been looted from government stocks. Many of the initial attacks 
of the APRD focused on small military and gendarmerie outposts which were looted of weapons and then destroyed. Since the 
APRD command consists mainly of former Patassé Presidential Guard troops, pro-Patassé troops most likely also took their 
personal weapons with them when they deserted after Bozizé took power. 
46 This is based on extensive interviews conducted in the Ouandago area with local residents, local and international 
humanitarian officials, and APRD rebel officials. 
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2003 coup, when these groups expanded their attacks from targeting travelers to 

attacking towns and villages.47   

 

On June 28, 2006, a gang of 20 zaraguinas armed with AK-47s attacked Ouandago in 

the middle of the night. The attackers, who appear to have been Chadians, speaking 

Ouda, Foulbé, and Chadian Arabic, looted the market and withdrew loaded with 

goods. The same group remained in the area over the next months, carrying out raids 

on other villages, including Outa, Bissikebbo, and Kia. According to the town’s 

residents, although the villagers approached FACA commanders for protection, 

soldiers did not come to rid the area of the zaraguinas or provide effective protection 

for the civilian population. 

 

On August 19 and 20, the zaraguinas returned to Ouandago. Nine villagers were 

abducted, forced to show where livestock was being kept, and then, on August 20, 

murdered, with their bodies dumped in the bush. The bandits left the area with large 

numbers of cows and heavy loads of loot.  

 

Unable to secure FACA protection, the villagers now sought out the assistance of the 

APRD, who brought hundreds of fighters to Ouandago and pursued the zaraguinas, 

clashing with them twice before chasing them out of the area and recovering the 

bodies of the nine missing villagers. To date, the APRD continues to aggressively 

patrol the area under its control to prevent zaraguinas from operating there—several 

APRD patrols encountered by Human Rights Watch stated they were on a mission to 

look for zaraguinas. 

 

In response to the heavy presence of APRD rebels, a combined FACA and gendarme 

group attacked rebel positions in Ouandago around midday on October 5, 2006. 

After a two hour gun battle in which a FACA officer was killed, the APRD rebels 

withdrew. The FACA chased the rebels, killing one some 15 kilometers from the town. 

 

The FACA force asked for reinforcements from a GP unit, commanded by Lieutenant 

Ngaïkossé, which was then based at Kabo, just a few hours drive north. The GP 

                                                      
47 See Paul Melly, “Central African Republic: Insecurity in the Regions Bordering Cameroon”, UNHCR Writenet Report, June 
2005, http://www.unhcr.org/publ/RSDCOI/440573a04.pdf (accessed July 11, 2007) 
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soldiers headed for Ouandago immediately, detaining five young civilian men—Idriss 

Balingao, 29; Pascal Béadé, 30; Nestor Mobété, 32; Gervain Kangbé, 25; and 

Benjamin Mbéna, 35—on their way, arriving on the evening of October 5. The 

detainees were kept in custody until October 7, when GP troops extrajudicially 

executed them in front of the medical center as they were preparing to leave town. 

The bodies were found and buried by returning villagers on October 8. A relative of 

one described to Human Rights Watch coming back to see the bodies: 

 

The hands of [my relative] were in handcuffs, tied behind his back. I 

can’t say how many bullets hit him. The five bodies were together. All 

of them were handcuffed.48 

 

On October 6, the FACA and GP troops looted and burned down many neighborhoods 

of Ouandago. According to the local Red Cross, 1,042 houses, 60 warehouses, 19 

kiosks, and the local Gendarmerie were all torched. From October 8 to 10, the 

soldiers mainly operated outside the town. On October 10, as they returned to 

Ouandago, the FACA and GP soldiers killed two farmers who were working their fields. 

The soldiers established a base and remained about a week in the town, freely 

taking and slaughtering animals. Although FACA and GP troops on occasion pass 

through Ouandago, since then they have not had a presence in the town. APRD 

rebels are almost always present in Ouandago, basing themselves quite openly in 

the main market area. 

 

Although when Human Rights Watch visited Ouandago town residents did not 

complain about the behavior of the APRD based in their midst—perhaps out of fear 

of retaliation—villagers all around Ouandago complained bitterly that APRD rebels 

took their livestock and extorted money from them on an almost weekly basis. Many 

of the villages in the area, particularly those on the Ouandago-Batangafo road which 

is closed to commercial traffic, report that almost all of their livestock had been 

stolen by APRD rebel bands and said that their village chiefs were repeatedly 

kidnapped by rebels seeking ransom (see next section for further details). 

 

                                                      
48 Human Rights Watch interview (name withheld), Ouandago, February 19, 2007. 
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Abuses by the CAR security forces 

Human Rights Watch research indicates that the vast majority of major human rights 

abuses in northwestern CAR have been committed by government security forces, in 

particular the Garde présidentielle (GP) unit based at Bossangoa.  

 

The GP and regular army troops have been responsible for a reign of terror. Hundreds 

of civilians have been summarily executed since the beginning of the rebellion, and 

many thousands of homes have been burned. The violation of human rights by the 

security forces follows a predictable pattern. After almost every rebel attack, the 

FACA or more commonly GP units arrive in the affected area, force the civilian 

population to flee by firing indiscriminately at them, and then burn down their 

houses. Persons suspected of being rebels are detained, and many have been 

summarily executed. Such indiscriminate attacks against the civilian population in 

response to rebel attacks constitute unlawful acts of reprisal, specifically outlawed 

under the laws of war, which also forbids the use of collective punishment, terrorism, 

and pillage as tactics of war.49 

 

Atrocities committed by government security forces have created a major 

humanitarian crisis in northwestern CAR. At least 102,000 civilians have been driven 

from their homes by direct reprisal attacks against their villages into hiding deep into 

the bush, many remaining there more than a year after their villages were attacked.50   

The feeling of fear in the northwest is palpable, with civilians fleeing at the sound of 

approaching cars. Visiting Paoua, the group of vehicles of which Human Rights 

Watch was a part of encountered another humanitarian convoy talking to villagers in 

a remote village.51 At the sound of approaching vehicles, every last one of the local 

                                                      
49 Such prohibitions are a matter of customary international humanitarian law for both international and non-international 
armed conflict and explicitly articulated in Additional Protocol II of the Geneva Conventions applicable in non-international 
armed conflict, Article 4 (2), as well as Geneva Convention IV, Article 33, and Additional Protocol I to the Geneva Conventions, 
Article 51. 
50 UN OCHA, “Central African Republic Fact Sheet,” February 2007, 
http://ocha.unog.ch/humanitarianreform/Portals/1/cluster%20approach%20page/training/CSLT%20March%2007/best%20
practices/CAR%20Fact%20Sheet.pdf (accessed July 11, 2007). According to OCHA, 30,000 people have been displaced from 
Ouham, 37,000 from Ouham-Pendé, and 35,000 from Nana-Grébizi. The percentage of displacement ranges from 7.6 percent 
(Ouham) to 28 percent (Nana-Grébizi). 
51 This second convoy included Mia Farrow, UNICEF’s goodwill ambassador, and accompanying staff. 
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civilians began running away, only returning after Human Rights Watch’s convoy 

stopped and the villagers realized it was not military.  

 

Summary Executions and Unlawful Killings  

Since the beginning of the conflict in mid 2005, the FACA and the GP have carried out 

summary executions and unlawful killings of civilians on a widespread scale. Killing 

sprees and brutal murders committed by the CAR security forces have often resulted 

in dozens of civilian deaths on a single day. For example, on February 11, 2006, GP 

forces killed at least 30 civilians in various villages between Nana-Barya and Bémal, 

and on March 22, the same GP unit beheaded a teacher in Bémal village, cutting off 

his head with a knife while he was still alive.  

 

During the course of its three weeks of research on the ground, Human Rights Watch 

researchers documented a total of 119 summary executions and unlawful civilian 

killings committed by the CAR security forces since December 2005. However, 

Human Rights Watch believes the total number of such killings committed by CAR 

security forces since the outbreak of conflict in mid-2005 to be much higher—

probably in the hundreds—as researchers were only able to document a fraction of 

the incidents that have occurred.  

 

In addition to “known” killings, where bodies have been recovered, civilians have 

also been victims of enforced “disappearances,” where they have been taken into 

custody and their fate is unknown, or they were last seen alive in the custody of CAR 

security forces and are assumed to have been executed, although their bodies have 

not been recovered. Osée Yinguissa, 27, a father of three, was detained at 9 a.m. on 

December 10, 2006, by FACA soldiers at the central market in Kaga Bandoro and 

taken to the Gendarmerie in town. In the late afternoon, he was seen being driven 

out of town with other unknown detainees. None have been seen or heard of since. It 

is believed that the men were executed in an unknown place.52  In July 2006 Sylvain 

Tamkimaj, 28, went from Gbaïzera to Batangafo to buy soap and other supplies at 

                                                      
52 Commission Diocésaine Justice et Paix, “Atrocities Committed by FACA in the Kaga Bandoro region, October-10 December 
2006“ (Exactions commises par les FACA dans la région de Kaga Bandoro, Octobre-10 Décembre 2006,) undated. 
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the market. He was detained by FACA and soon disappeared, never to be heard from 

again.53 

 

The large number of executions and unlawful killings documented in this report, 

many of them carried out in public, show that the soldiers responsible for such 

killings have no fear of being held accountable for their crimes by their superiors or 

the Central African Republic authorities. Many of the cases documented have been 

widely reported by the vocal local press within CAR, so there is no doubt that the 

highest authorities in CAR, including the Commander-in-Chief, President General 

Bozizé, are fully aware that atrocities are being committed by their troops. Superior 

officers have a responsibility to act to stop abuses by their troops and can be held 

accountable for the actions of their troops under the principle of command 

responsibility.54 

 

A vast number of the killings and village burnings documented by Human Rights 

Watch have been committed by a single unit, the GP unit based at Bossangoa, which 

until January 2007 was commanded by Lieutenant Eugène Ngaïkossé, before his 

transfer to a new command in Bossentélé. Out of the 119 executions and unlawful 

killings documented by Human Rights Watch, at least 51 were committed by this 

single GP unit. Neither Lieutenant Ngaïkossé nor any of his troops have been held 

accountable for their crimes, or even disciplined within the army. Three FACA officers 

interviewed by Human Rights Watch all acknowledged the level of atrocities 

committed by the GP, but described them as “untouchable.”  One linked this 

impunity directly to President Bozizé, telling Human Rights Watch: “Everyone knows 

there is impunity, but the President makes these decisions.”55  A senior officer told 

Human Rights Watch, “What we need is to stop this impunity. The problem is that 

these renegade commanders are not prosecuted.”56 

 

                                                      
53 Human Rights Watch interview (name withheld), Gbaïzera, February 20, 2007. 

54 The criminal responsibility of commanders is a long-standing rule of customary international law and is articulated in 
Article 86 (2) of Additional Protocol I to the Geneva Conventions.  
55 Human Rights Watch interview with FACA officer (name and place withheld), February 16, 2007. 

56 Human Rights Watch interview with FACA officer, (name, date, and place withheld). 



 

State of Anarchy  48

However, it is clear that while some senior CAR military officials are disgusted with 

the widespread killings and village burnings, this does not mean that such killings 

and village burnings are simply the actions of rogue military units. The fact that such 

killings and village burnings have been allowed to continue since at least December 

2005 until today, suggests at minimum tacit approval of the reprisals against the 

civilian population by CAR’s leadership. Perhaps the most appropriate summary of 

what has been happening in northern CAR and the role of the GP was given to Human 

Rights Watch by a religious leader: “Ngaïkossé and his men specialize in the dirty 

work.”57  

 

The culture of impunity for serious abuses such as summary executions is pervasive, 

even applying in the capital, Bangui. The Central Office for the Repression of 

Banditism(Office central de répression du banditisme, OCRB), a paramilitary police 

unit set up to deal with “banditry” in the capital, carries out summary killings of 

suspected “rebels” and “bandits” with disturbing regularity, often in public with no 

attempt to cover their tracks. On February 13, 2007, OCRB officers publicly 

extrajudicially executed two handcuffed Chadian ex-libérateurs just five kilometers 

from the center of Bangui, after arresting them at a market checkpoint.58 These 

killings sparked a large protest by thousands of Chadian residents in Bangui, but did 

not result in any charges against those responsible. They have not even led to a 

cessation of French cooperation with the OCRB. On March 3, two weeks after the 

executions, Human Rights Watch observed two French gendarmes meeting with 

OCRB members outside the OCRB headquarters as five half-naked and obviously 

beaten “bandit” detainees were being transferred between cells right next to them.  

 

Execution of Benjamin Mbaigoto, Martin Yalissey, and Bonaventure Danyo, and four 

other persons, Bodjomo, December 29, 2005 

On the early morning of December 28, 2005, a group of about 100 APRD rebels 

launched an unsuccessful attack on the village of Bodjomo, located 25 kilometers 

southeast of Markounda. The same day, FACA reinforcements arrived at Bodjomo 

from Markounda and began burning villages. Early on the morning of December 29, 

                                                      
57 Human Rights Watch interview with religious leader, (name, date, and place withheld). 

58 “Centrafrique: Manifestation de Tchadiens à Bangui,” Reuters, 14 February 2007. 
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Conclusion: The need for Protection and Accountability 

 

At its heart, the crisis in northern CAR is one of human rights. Government troops and 

to a lesser extent rebel forces have committed grave human rights abuses against 

the civilian population. Government troops have committed hundreds of summary 

executions and other unlawful killings, of which at least 100 have been documented 

by Human Rights Watch, and have burned down more than 10,000 civilian homes. 

Rebel forces have committed widespread looting and beatings against civilians, and 

the UFDR has committed some executions and rapes. Both the APRD and UFDR have 

used child soldiers. As a result of the war, some 212,000 people have been 

displaced from their homes, living in precarious conditions in the bush, too afraid to 

go home and rebuild their destroyed villages.  

 

In order to end this crisis, there is an urgent need for the protection of the civilian 

population, and those responsible for the abuses must be brought to account. 

 

A Homegrown Crisis with Regional Dimensions  

As one report on the crisis in Central African Republic has pointed out, it is incorrect 

to speak of it as one of the world’s forgotten crises, because “the act of forgetting 

implies prior knowledge. The crisis in the CAR is not a forgotten emergency: it is 

virtually unknown and unrecognized.”202  For most of the international community, 

the long-standing crisis in the Central African Republic simply does not make it unto 

their radar screen. Even today, most of the international community’s interest in 

events in CAR focus on the “spill-over” effect of the Darfur crisis and the efforts to 

contain the war in Darfur, ignoring the domestic causes of the unrest in CAR, as well 

as the responsibility of CAR government troops for much of the carnage in northern 

parts of the country. 

 

After first denying the existence of any organized armed rebel groups, President 

Bozizé has frequently characterized the rebellion in northern CAR as a spillover of 

                                                      
202 Refugees International, “Central African Republic: An Unknown Emergency in a Dangerous Region,” December 14, 2006, 
http://www.refintl.org/content/article/detail/9725 (accessed July 11, 2007). 
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the Darfur conflict into CAR. In a July 2006 speech to the nation, President Bozizé 

characterized the UFDR rebellion as “bloodthirsty and criminal individuals... 

supported by foreign powers hostile” to the CAR, referring to Sudan.203  The 

description of the CAR rebellions as a “spillover” conflict from Darfur has become so 

common as to be widely accepted as conventional wisdom. A recent NGO report 

described the UFDR rebellion as “armed groups of Chadians and Central Africans 

united by the Sudanese dinar.”204 In his testimony to the US Senate in March 2007, 

Deputy Assistant Secretary of State for African Affairs, James Swan directly linked the 

conflicts in CAR and Chad to Darfur, stating that “We are seeing the brutal tactics of 

Darfur—and their tragic consequences—transferred across the porous border into 

eastern Chad and the Central African Republic.”205 

 

The existence of some “spill-over” elements of Darfur in Chad has been clearly 

documented by Human Rights Watch and others. Sudan is certainly sponsoring 

Chadian anti-Déby rebel movements based in Darfur, and Sudanese militia have 

carried out brutal attacks in eastern Chad, exacerbating Chad’s internal tensions.206  

However, suggesting that the conflict in CAR is merely a “spillover” effect of the 

Darfur war, and that the main sponsor of the CAR rebel movements is Sudan is 

inaccurate and misleading. 

 

As documented in this report, the CAR rebel movements, particularly the APRD in the 

northwest, have received minimal external support and their grievances are local. In 

the northwest, the APRD rebel movement has grown out of dissatisfaction over the 

exclusion of ex-President Patassé from the current political scene in CAR, and 

perhaps even more importantly over the grave state of insecurity, caused by 

zaraguina banditry and attacks by the army against the civilian population. Although 

there are Chadians and Sudanese in the UFDR in the northeast, its membership is 

overwhelmingly local. The movement comprises members of the Gula minority 
                                                      
203 “CAR president calls for national solidarity following incursion,” BBC Monitoring Africa, July 3, 2006. 

204 FIDH, “Forgotten, Stigmatised,” p. 53. 

205 “U.S. Pledges Help for Refugees in Chad, Central African Republic—State Department official cites effects on neighbors of 
Darfur conflict”, Bureau of International Information Programs, US Department of State press release, March 20, 2007, 
http://usinfo.state.gov/xarchives/display.html?p=washfile-
english&y=2007&m=March&x=200703201442231EJrehsiF0.321789 (accessed July 11, 2007). 
206 Human Rights Watch, They Came to Kill Us’: Militia Attacks and Ethnic Targeting of Civilians in Eastern Chad (New York: 
Human Rights Watch, 2007). 
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community who feel marginalized and discriminated against; ex-libérateurs who 

helped bring Bozizé to power and now feel he betrayed his promises to them; 

members of CAR’s larger Muslim community who feel the current administration is 

anti-Muslim; and other residents of the remote Vakaga province in rebellion against 

the marginalization and underdevelopment of their region. These local rebel 

movements have local agendas and require a political solution. Painting them as 

agents of Sudan delegitimizes otherwise legitimate grievances. 

 

This is not to argue that the conflicts in Sudan and particularly Chad have not had a 

significant impact on the CAR crisis. Sudan’s sponsorship of anti-Déby Chadian rebel 

groups has extended to supporting Chadian rebels based on CAR territory, and may 

have extended to some limited Sudanese support for the UFDR rebels based in the 

same area; Human Rights Watch also found some indications that Sudanese military 

advisors may have provided support to the UFDR military offensive in October-

November 2006. The role of Chad is even more substantial in the northwest, but 

mostly in support of the CAR government.  

 

Suggesting Darfur is the catalyst ignores the reality of the conflict in northern CAR 

and obscures the issue of responsibility and accountability for human rights abuses, 

particularly in northwestern CAR. The vast majority of the major atrocities being 

committed in northwestern CAR—the widespread summary executions and other 

unlawful killings, and the massive burning of villages—have been committed by 

government troops, not by forces supported by outside elements.  

 

The Need for Protection 

In order to resolve the crisis in northern CAR, the civilian population must be 

protected from human rights abuses committed by armed parties in the north, 

including the CAR armed forces, anti-government rebels, and zaraguina banditry 

groups.  

 

The duty to protect the civilian population in northern CAR lies first and foremost with 

the CAR authorities. The CAR authorities have the obligation to stop abuses 

committed by their troops and to bring those responsible for abuses to account. They 

are failing miserably in meeting this obligation: as documented in this report, FACA 



 

State of Anarchy  102

and GP troops are responsible for the vast majority of serious human rights abuses 

in northern CAR.  

 

However, bringing security and protection to the north requires more than military 

reform. In the long-term, security can only return with the re-establishment of the 

devastated infrastructure of law and order, including a well-trained civilian police 

force, and a functional court system that allows access to justice for the civilian 

population. 

 

The international community also must play a more active role in promoting civilian 

protection in the north. Diplomatic engagement with the CAR authorities must 

include calling for an end to human rights abuses by CAR forces as a central element 

of all discussions, and any security assistance to CAR should be contingent on a 

concrete commitment to end human rights abuses by the army, and should include 

core human rights training for the army. Vetting procedures should be instituted to 

remove officers and soldiers responsible for human rights abuses and violations of 

the laws of war from the security services.  

 

One way to improve monitoring of and response to abuses in northern CAR would be 

to increase the number of international protection officials and dedicated human 

rights monitors in northern CAR. After a virtual absence of UN civilian protection staff 

from northern CAR for most of 2005 and 2006, the UN agencies active in CAR are 

slowly increasing their protection presence in the north and opening up UN offices in 

war-affected cities, but much more needs to be done before such a presence can be 

considered an effective protection presence. 

 

Of particular concern is the passive role of the human rights unit of BONUCA, the 

long-standing UN peace-support mission in CAR. Even though the BONUCA human 

rights unit has a staff of 19 persons207 and has a mandate to monitor the human 

rights situation in CAR, the human rights section does not systematically collect 

                                                      
207 At the time of the February 2007 Human Rights Watch visit, the BONUCA human rights unit had the following staff: In 
Bangui, a chief of section, one human rights officer, one associate human rights officer, 3 human rights assistants, and an 
administrative secretary; at the Bouar field office, an officer-in-charge, 2 human rights assistants, and an administrative 
secretary; at the Bossangoa field office, an officer-in-charge, 2 human rights assistants, and an administrative secretary; at 
the Bambari field office, an officer-in-charge (vacant at the time), 2 human rights assistants, and an administrative secretary. 
The officers-in-charge in the Bouar and Bossangoa offices were members of the UN Volunteers (UNV) program. 
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information on human rights abuses in northern CAR, and issues no regular public or 

internal UN reports on its human rights monitoring activities, in sharp contrast with 

the human rights sections of the UN peacekeeping missions in neighboring DRC and 

Sudan, both of whom conduct extensive monitoring activities and issue weekly 

human rights reports. The BONUCA human rights section also seems to do minimal, 

if any, substantive reporting to the Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights 

(OHCHR) in Geneva. The failure of the BONUCA human rights section to effectively 

monitor and report on human rights violations should be urgently addressed by the 

UN. 

 

In 2006 and early 2007, the UN Security Council sent two Technical Assessment 

Missions to Chad and the Central African Republic to evaluate the feasibility of 

deploying a UN protection mission to the region. The proposed UN protection 

mission was mostly envisioned as an alternative to a UN peacekeeping mission in 

Darfur that remains blocked by the Sudanese authorities, and thus focused on 

containing the “spill-over” effects from Darfur. However, as this report shows, the 

situation in northern CAR is largely a home-grown one, and the population’s most 

urgent protection needs are from abuses committed by the CAR army, not Sudanese-

backed rebels. If the UN Security Council moves ahead with its plans to deploy the 

protection mission in the region, the mandate for any CAR force should include 

support to civilian protection among its tasks.208   

 

The Need for Accountability 

The government of CAR has lauded a peace agreement signed with Abdoulayé 

Miskine, the leader of the Democratic Forces for the Central African People (Forces 
démocratiques pour le peuple Centrafricain, FDPC), in Libya in January as a 

breakthrough agreement that signals the end of the northern rebellions. However, it 

is doubtful that this peace agreement will have a significant impact on the conflict. 

Abdoulayé Miskine—a former mercenary of Patassé, and a suspected war criminal—

does not represent either the APRD or the UFDR and has been rejected as a 

legitimate representative by both rebel movements. Although disavowed by some 

                                                      
208 Human Rights Watch has made detailed recommendations to the UN Security Council on how the proposed protection 
mission to neighboring Chad could ensure civilian protection. See Human Rights Watch, Ensuring Civilian Protection in Chad: 
the Proposed UN Mission, No 1, February 2007, http://www.hrw.org/backgrounder/africa/chad0207/. 
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UFDR officials, including the ex-libérateur Saboune, the signature of a peace 

agreement by “General” Damane Zakaria, the UFDR’s chief of staff, on April 13, 2007, 

appears to be a more significant step towards peace in the northeast.209   

 

Accountability for the large-scale crimes committed in northern CAR has to be an 

essential part of resolving the northern rebellions: the victims of rebel and army 

atrocities deserve justice, and ending impunity by state security forces is an 

essential component of reducing the cycle of violence in the north. The identities of 

some of the most responsible perpetrators, such as commanders of the Bossangoa-

based GP unit responsible for many summary executions and village burnings, are 

well-known. President Bozizé recently publicly recognized that “there have been 

some serious lapses in behavior during military operations,”210 and promised a top 

UN humanitarian envoy that “military abuses would be dealt with promptly and 

correctly,”211 but no FACA or GP officer has yet to be investigated or punished, let 

alone disciplined, by the CAR authorities.  

 

In April 2006 CAR’s Court of Appeal recognized the inability of domestic courts to 

prosecute war criminals, stating that “the inability of the Central African justice 

system to carry out effective investigations and prosecutions is clear.”  The Court of 

Appeal suggested that justice could only come from the ICC: “the ICC offers the 

possibility of finding and punishing the perpetrators of the most serious crimes 

which affect the international community as a whole, in the place of States which are 
incapable of carrying out effective investigations and prosecutions.” (emphasis 

added)212 

 

                                                      
209 “Central African Nation to Sign Peace Deal with Rebels,” Associated Press, April 13, 2007. UFDR leaders have denied that 
an earlier deal (January 2007) between Abdoulayé Miskine, the head of Front démocratique du peuple Centrafricain (FDPC), 
and the CAR authorities had any relationship with the UFDR, although Miskine has frequently claimed to speak for the group 
(Communiqué de presse de l’Union des forces démocratiques pour le rassemblement (UFDR)-RCA, “On the Importance of 
Dialogue in the Search for Peace in the Central African Republic” (De L’Importance du dialogue pour la paix en République 
Centrafricaine,) January 31, 2007.) 
210 “Sudan’s Darfur conflict destabilizing region—UN official,” Associated Press, April 1, 2007. 

211“UN Humanitarian Chief Meets CAR President, Urges Protection,” UN OCHA press release, March 31, 2007, 
http://ochaonline.un.org/News/OCHANewsCentre/PressReleases2007/2007JantoJuly/tabid/1927/Default.aspx (accessed 
July 11, 2007. 
212 CAR Cour de Cassation, decision of April 11, 2006. 
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On May 22, 2007, the ICC prosecutor, Luis Moreno-Ocampo, announced that his 

office would open a formal investigation into crimes under the ICC’s jurisdiction 

committed in the CAR in 2002 and 2003, with a particular focus on the widespread 

rape and sexual violence committed during this period. The prosecutor’s office also 

announced that it would “continue gathering information and monitoring allegations 

of crimes being committed” during the course of the current fighting in northern 

CAR.213  

 

All states have a responsibility to bring to justice perpetrators of war crimes and 

other international crimes committed in their jurisdiction, and CAR is no exception. 

Referral of crimes to the ICC should only take place when it is clear that the national 

institutions and authorities are unable or unwilling themselves to bring prosecutions, 

and even then it is those who bear the greatest responsibility for the most serious of 

offences who will be prosecuted by the ICC. The weakness of state institutions and 

the widespread impunity that exists in CAR are not excuses for the domestic failure 

to bring about justice, but rather part of the problem itself. Disciplining, investigating, 

and prosecuting abusive troops must be part of the solution to ending the crisis in 

CAR, with international support. The ICC should explore ways to end the 

prevailing impunity for the serious crimes detailed in this report, not only through its 

own investigations but also by building national capacity. 

 

The Role of the French Military 

As the former colonial power in CAR (known in colonial times as Ubangui-Chari), 

France continues to play a dominant role in CAR and has a prominent defense role in 

the country. France has a formal defense accord with the CAR, a stronger form of 

military support than the military cooperation accord it has with neighboring Chad. 

France maintains a contingent of 220 French soldiers in CAR and has augmented this 

contingent with additional soldiers following the UFDR’s capture of Birao in October 

2006. 

 

                                                      
213 ICC Office of the Prosecutor, “Background: Situation in the Central African Republic,” May 22, 2007, available at 
http://www.icc-cpi.int/library/press/pressreleases/ICC-OTP-BN-20070522-220_A_EN.pdf (accessed June 20, 2007). 
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Following the capture of Birao by the UFDR, President Bozizé claimed that Sudanese 

President Bashir was “at the origin of the attacks our country has suffered,” and 

made a direct call for French military intervention, stating in a speech to the 

population: 

 

We cannot understand why France is reluctant to help our army; we 

have signed a defence accord with France and there is no reason for 

France to stay away when the CAR is attacked by foreign troops.214 

 

France responded by expressing its support for Bozizé, stressing that the instability 

in CAR was “related to a large degree to the situation in Darfur.”  French officials 

stated that France would honor its military commitments to the CAR.215 France sent 

additional military troops to CAR and expanded its overflights, underway since 

January 2006, to collect reconnaissance information on the rebels.216 

 

In late November and early December, the French led the military counteroffensive 

involving FOMUC, FACA, and GP troops to successfully retake UFDR-held towns. The 

offensive involved airstrikes by French fighters that led to massive displacement of 

the civilian population, although the majority of the casualties appear to have been 

rebels rather than civilians.217  French ground forces also accompanied FOMUC, FACA, 

and GP troops during the ground offensive. 

 

The role of the French military is not limited to direct military assistance. French 

troops also engage in training of CAR military officials, both from FACA and from the 

GP.218  The close relationship between the French military and CAR military forces 

raises serious human rights concerns.  

                                                      
214 “CAR: Help us kick rebels out of town, Bozize urges France,” IRIN, November 9, 2006, 
http://www.irinnews.org/report.aspx?reportid=61515 (accessed July 11, 2007). 
215 “La France fidèle à ses engagements en Afrique,” Panapress, December 11, 2006, http://www.afrik.com/article10847.html 
(accessed July 11, 2007); “Central African govt asks France to help repel rebels,” Reuters, October 31, 2006; Said Ait-Hatrit, 
“Villepin met en garde les rebelles tchadiens et centrafricains, Afrik.com, December 1, 2006, 
http://www.afrik.com/article10783.html (accessed July 11, 2007). 
216 Small Arms Survey, “A Widening War Around Sudan,” p.6. 

217 “CAR: Hundreds flee Birao as French jets strike,” IRIN, December 1, 2006. 

218 Human Rights Watch interview with French Ministry of Defense official, Paris, February 9, 2007. 
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French forces often come uncomfortably close to abuses committed by their CAR 

counterparts, but often seem to continue with business as usual, ignoring the 

evidence before their own eyes. Although some individual soldiers have raised 

specific incidents they have witnessed with their military counterparts and have tried 

to take action to prevent abuses, other incidents appear to have gone unremarked 

and unreported. During the November-December counteroffensive, FACA and GP 

troops began burning homes in the Gula town of Ouandja in the presence of French 

troops and then executed civilians after the French troops had moved on. In Bangui 

itself, Human Rights Watch observed uniformed French Gendarmes at the offices of 

the OCRB, just two weeks after the OCRB unit had publicly executed two captured 

Chadians, and apparently oblivious to the five half-naked and obviously beaten 

“bandits” being moved in front of them. 

 

The French authorities have so far maintained almost absolute silence on human 

rights abuses and possible war crimes being committed by the CAR military. The 

French military cannot avoid entanglement in the CAR’s military abuses and has a 

duty to take a more active role in preventing abuses by the CAR forces they are 

supporting and training, as well as pushing for accountability for the crimes 

committed by these forces. France has tremendous leverage in dealing with abuses 

by the CAR forces: French military support played a decisive role in Bozizé’s ability to 

retake the UFDR-held towns in northeastern CAR, and it is unlikely that the CAR army 

would be able to keep control of northern CAR without French support.  
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