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Atrocities Watch Africa (AWA) is a non-partisan, civil society organisation that provides
continental leadership in matters pertaining to the prevention of mass atrocities within Africa,
our strategies and approaches are grounded in the realisation that atrocities can be prevented
through various interventions, including, but not limited to, early warning mechanisms,
diplomatic efforts, use of social media and new technologies, litigation, and advocacy
campaigns.

This newsletter builds on our team’s continuous monitoring of the region that allows us to
identify deteriorating situations where atrocities may be committed as well as track ongoing
situations of ongoing atrocities to detect increasing tendencies or opportunities for
improvement.

This month's newsletter covers:

Burkina Faso

Central African Republic
Niger

Sierra Leone

Sudan

Burkina Faso:

There has been an increase in atrocities committed by Islamist armed groups since late 2022,
according to a recent Human Rights Watch report.> Over 60,000 Burkinabe crossed borders
in search of refuge in the past six months, an additional sign that the situation is worsening.?
Currently about 40% of Burkina Faso’s territory is no longer under government control, and is
rather controlled by Al-Qaeda linked Jama’at Nasr al-Islam wal Muslimin (JNIM) or, to a lesser
extent, the Islamic State in the Greater Sahara (ISGS). These groups have besieged several
towns in the Sahel and Est regions leaving civilians without access to food or humanitarian
aid, causing starvation and illness among residents and displaced people. Islamist extremists
reportedly stormed the towns in search of residents collaborating with the government as
Volunteers for the Defense of the Homeland (VDH) and demanding residents leave their
villages while threatening to kill them.® Human Rights Watch called on the African Commission
on Human and Peoples’ Rights (ACHPR) to bring attention to the situation and to help ensure
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that the transitional military authorities impartially investigate and prosecute members of
Islamist armed groups implicated in these atrocities.*

Government armed forces and militias also committed serious abuses during operations
against Islamist armed groups. They have been accused of Kkillings and enforced
disappearances of scores of civilians since February 2023.°> As the ACHPR said in its
statement on the situation in Burkina Faso from the Karma massacre that took place in late
April 2023, in which over 60 people were killed, “...a State may also be held responsible for
killings by non-state actors if it approves, supports or acquiesces in such acts or if it fails to
exercise due diligence to prevent such killings or to ensure there is a proper investigation.”®

The situation of Burkinabe refugees is especially worrisome in Ghana, where hundreds-mostly
women and children- have been deported and forced to return to Burkina Faso in a clear
violation of the principle of non-refoulment.” These deportations have allegedly targeted
Fulani, who although they have fled attacks by Islamist groups, are accused of sympathising
with them.®

Central African Republic:

A new referendum to amend the constitution was held on 30 July 2023, among the proposed
revisions are removal of the two-term limit on the presidency. Another key amendment would,
according to Human Rights Watch, allow only a true citizen, defined as someone born of two
Central African parents to run for president. This stirs up fears of exclusion and persecution
among Muslims related to civil war experiences.® The constitutional referendum took place
without major clashes, but voter turnout was low, even in neighbourhoods reputed to be
strongholds of the ruling party.*°

The opposition had called for people to vote against the referendum and called out
irregularities such as the lack of an electoral register, not being able to vote in absence of a
voters card,!* and that the draft constitution was only made available 20 days prior to the voting
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providing insufficient time for discussion.*? Due to the lack of time, civic and media space were
not allowed to disagree and present their own proposals, and UN experts believe the
referendum could complicate the country’s human rights situation.*® The election created
polarisation among civilians, with both those supporting and opposing Touadéra rallying in the
streets of Bangui.** Official results are yet to be published, however, residents and experts
believe it will be adopted.*®

The UN Security Council (UNSC) was briefed on the situation in the Central African Republic
(CAR) on 20 June by the Special Representative of the Secretary-General for the CAR and
head of MINUSCA Valentine Rugwabiza. The speakers shed light on the country’s efforts to
advance the implementation of the 2019 agreement between the government and armed
groups. Key advancements included the dissolution of two signatory armed groups and
factions of three others, however, challenges remain.'® Despite overall improvements, the
security situation on the northern border with Chad and at the South Sudan and Sudan border
are rapidly deteriorating, along with the influx of refugees from Sudan.?’

A recent report by Le Monde shed light on the Wagner Group’s operations in the country
between 2017 and 2021, the report details how these foreign mercenaries, officially deployed
as instructors to CAR security forces steadily expanded their military presence in total violation
of the arms embargo and have committed atrocities including looting as well as torturing local
population under the suspicion of belonging to the Séléka group.*®

Due to serious allegations of sexual abuse a unit of 60 MINUSCA military personnel were
repatriated.*®

Niger:
On 26 July, a faction of the military overthrew and detained President Bazoum citing the
deteriorating security situation in the ongoing fight against Islamist extremist groups and
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instated General Abdourahmane “Omar” Tchiani as the country’s new leader. This is the
country’s fifth coup since its independence in 1960 and the latest in a string of coups in West
Africa in recent years.?° Olayinka Ajala, a senior lecturer in Politics and International Relations
at Leeds Beckett University, noted that Bazoum'’s ethnicity and legitimacy didn’t sit well with
the military and the presence of foreign troops was seen as a threat to their capacity. At the
same time, he argues, the inability of regional blocks such as ECOWAS and the African Union
to take a strong stand against the military coups, may have contributed to the coup.*

Niger is suffering from ongoing instability. Extreme poverty rates are above 40% and Islamist
insurgency continues to wreak havoc despite assistance from French and American troops.??
Islamist extremist violence intensified in neighbouring Mali and Burkina Faso political coups
there,? raising concerns of a similar escalation in Niger. Moreover, increasing poverty as a
result of drought raises further concerns.

Thousands of Nigeriens gathered in the capital Niamey to show their support for the coup,
carrying portraits of the now-ruling National Council for the Safeguard of the Homeland
(CNSP) leaders and waving Russian flags.?* Ousted President Bazoum spoke from detention
presenting the situation differently to the military, speaking about an improving security
situation creating the safest conditions in the country in the past 15 years, and expressing fear
of what could happen if financial aid were to be cut off.?> President Bazoum was elected in
2021 in what was the country's first peaceful democratic transfer of power since its
independence.

International response:

The Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS) held an emergency summit and
gave the military junta a seven-day deadline to release the president and restore democratic
governance. The block threatened to take all measures necessary to ensure the president is
reinstated, including the use of force.?® On 10 August, noting that the deadline had expired,
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ECOWAS authorized sanctions and deployment of its standby force.?” Mali and Burkina Faso,
both under military rule, said they would send a joint military delegation in solidarity.?®

Sierra Leone:

The ruling Sierra Leone People's Party (SLPP) won the general elections on 24 June where
President Julius Maada Bio was declared the winner in the first round.? Election-related
violence rose throughout the country from the start of the official campaign period on 23 May.
In June violent political event numbers more than doubled the monthly average over the past
year.%® Most of the violence was carried out by suspected SLPP supporters against members
of the opposition All People’s Congress’ (APC), including an attack on the APC district
chairman in Bendugu town.3! In June, there were eight violent events recorded between the
two groups resulting in two fatalities and security forces made numerous arrests targeting APC
supporters and raided the APC headquarters in Freetown during a post-election press
conference.® Party members noted incidents of violence and voter suppression in some
regions on election day,*® and riots took place days after the elections as both presidential
candidates declared themselves winners despite a lack of official results.®* European Union
observers criticised the Electoral Commission for Sierra Leone for lack of transparency.®

As soon as the SLPP’s Julius Maada Bio was officially declared the winner the APC disputed
the results® and demanded the resignation of the election commission chief and a rerun of
the vote within six months,*” The party however, said they will not challenge the results in court
because of the judiciary's "lack of impartiality and competence".®® SLPP also won 80 of
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parliamentary seats out of a total of 149, meanwhile APC only won 54, APC members of
parliament boycotted the parliamentary swearing-in ceremony and only one opposition MP
was sworn in.*

Sierra Leone has seen waves of violence in recent months, especially since the August 2022
protests in which over 25 people were killed while protesting the rising cost of living and
economic hardship.®® Civil war survivors have expressed concern that the elections could
reignite violence and that the youth have been agitated since the protests last year with many
saying that they are ready to take-up arms if necessary.*! In this context, there is a legitimate
concern that the electoral violence may be a catalyst for the instigation of other forms of
violence in a country where approximately 60% of its population - exceeding 7 million
individuals - live in poverty, and wherein youth unemployment ranks among the highest in
West Africa.*

Sudan

24 July marked 100 days of conflict.** The situation remains devastating, and an estimated
3.9 million have been displaced, either internally or across international boundaries.** Women
and children constitute the majority of the displaced, comprising 90% of arrivals in Chad.*®
Rape and sexual violence have been committed by both the Sudanese Armed Force (SAF),
led by Abdel Fattah Abdelrahman al-Burhan, the de facto leader of the country, and the Rapid
Support Forces (RSF), led by Mohamed Hamdan Dagalo, with Save the Children estimating
that verified figures by the Sudanese government's Combating Violence against Women
(CVAW) believed represent only 2% of total cases.*® The Strategic Initiative for the Horn of
Africa (SIHA) has reported that women have been abducted by the RSF for ransom, and in
some cases trafficked in markets.*’

Fighting has continued, and the military situation remains fluid. On 14 July, the SAF
successfully recaptured the eastern side of the al-Halfaya bridge in Omdurman.
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Simultaneously, the RSF ambushed the SAF in Khartoum North on el-Ingaz Street and in
Sharg an Neel in Hattab.*®

The SAF has air power,* but RSF’s manoeuvrability, rapidly shifting checkpoints, and anti-
aircraft guns have led to them controlling large parts of the capital..>® Both sides have recently
deployed drones.®! Other armed actors, such as the Abdelaziz al Hilu faction of the Sudan
Peoples’ Liberation Movement - North (SPLM-N) have clashed with the SAF in South
Kordofan, taking control of numerous SAF bases, and opening a new frontline in Blue Nile. In
Darfur, the Abdul Wahid al- Nur faction of the Sudan Liberation Movement/Army has clashed
with the RSF in Jebel Marra.>? The RSF has effectively mobilised the support of tribal militias,
with tribal leaders asking their brethren in SAF members to leave their posts and join the
RSF.53

From 1 - 31 July, the Armed Conflict and Location & Event Data Project (ACLED) documented
1,906 violent incidents and 6,258 reported fatalities.>

A number of serious violations were committed in June and July. Some of the most devastating
incidents were the Killing of the West Darfur governor, Khamis Abdullah Abbakar by the RSF,
shortly after he was featured describing RSF actions as genocide and appealing for
international intervention.®® Video of his arrest was captured and the beating was distributed
widely on Whatsapp. In violence following Khamis’ death, at least 87 civilians, mostly members
of the Masalit ethnic group, were killed by the RSF, and later found in a mass grave, and it
was also reported that local civilians were forced to carry their bodies.*® At least 17 members
of resistance committees organising local aid efforts and engaging with local ceasefire
committees and human rights defenders in North Darfur, Khartoum, Aljazeera, and Northern
State have been arrested and detained by either the SAF or RSF, with at least 7 facing
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criminal charges of espionage, which can carry the death penalty.>” Serious concerns exist for
all detainees, given the long and well-documented history of the use of torture and ill-treatment
of detainees in SAF custody and well documented RSF violations.*®

The humanitarian situation is dire, and compounded by a large increase of the number of
people in need of humanitarian aid from the beginning of January 2023, from 15.8 million
people or a third of the population, to 24.7 million after the outbreak of the conflict.>® For
Sudanese unable to afford to leave the country, basic supplies and fuel prices have sky-
rocketed, with prices of basic goods increasing by over 130% and fuel prices increasing
more than ten times.®°

International Response

Numerous international efforts are underway to respond to the situation in Sudan. A number
of parallel processes are underway in Jeddah, IGAD and Cairo with limited success.

The Jeddah process was suspended in early June, but SAF negotiators have since returned
and there appears to be a hew opening for negotiations. US-Saudi negotiators are reportedly
pushing the parties to agree to a ceasefire of at least three months.

The AU is supporting an IGAD-led process chaired by Kenyan President William Ruto, in
cooperation with a quartet of Djibouti, Ethiopia, Kenya, and South Sudan. Although SAF has
accused Ruto of being biased towards the RSF, IGAD has continued to support this process.

In July 13, a meeting of Sudan’s neighbours met in Cairo and created a Ministerial Mechanism
to explore approaches to resolving the crisis in consultation with the other initiatives.5*
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