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BHRC: Concern  expressed over the conviction and sentencing of Sigma Huda, UN Special Rapporteur on Trafficking in Person
London, 25th September 2007

The Bar Human Rights Committee of England and Wales (BHRC), would like to express its grave concern that the trial, conviction and sentencing of Sigma Huda, UN Special Rapporteur on Trafficking in People, to three years imprisonment by the Special Anti-Corruption Commission (ACC) of Bangladesh, was conducted in violation of international fair trial standards and may have been the result of a prosecution in reprisal for Ms Huda’s human rights advocacy. Ms Huda is a lawyer, the founder and President of the Bangladesh Women Lawyers Association and founder and Secretary of the Institute for Law and Development.

 

Leandro Despouy, UN Special Rapporteur on the Independence of Lawyers and Judges has expressed concern that Ms Huda’s right to legal representation, opportunity to present a defence and the independence of the court had been “severely affected” during the trial.
[i]

 

The arrest and prosecution of Ms Huda occurred during a declared state of emergency in Bangladesh, under State of Emergency Rules 2007, which displaced key domestic human rights law and amidst widespread human rights violations by the military controlled government.  The timing of Ms Huda’s arrest and conviction lends credence to reports that there has been a grave miscarriage of justice and heightens BHRC’s concerns that the charges may have been politically motivated and the proceedings an abuse of process. 

 

BHRC echoes Mr. Despouy in calling on Bangladesh authorities to ensure the right of Sigma Huda to a fair and public appeal of her conviction and sentencing.
 

BACKGROUND

On 11 January 2007 the President of the military controlled government that took over from the Caretaker government installed in Bangladesh in October 2006, proclaimed a state of emergency. On January 27, 2007, the President proclaimed in force the Emergency Powers Rules 2007, suspending rights including freedom of expression, assembly and movement. Since then the Bangladesh government has been accused of responsibility for widespread human rights abuses under the Emergency Power Rules,
[iii]  including attacks on, and arrests of, tens of thousands of human rights advocates. The Law Ministry was reported to call on Bangladesh lawyers not to represent those who have been arrested.  The ACC, before which Ms Huda was tried, was established under the Emergency Powers Rules.  

 

Ms Huda’s husband, the former Communications Minister in the Bangladesh government, was arrested without warrant on February 5, 2007.  On July 27, 2007, the Deputy Director of the ACC pressed charges alleging, among other charges, that Mr. Huda allocated a piece of railway land illegally to the Bangladesh Society for the Enforcement of Human Rights (BSEHR) of which Sigma Huda is the Secretary General.
[iv]
 

When Ms. Huda learned, on March 7, 2007, that she was on the government’s wanted list, she obtained an order, on March 8, 2007 from the Bangladesh Supreme Court barring authorities from arresting her without affording her due process. On March 8, 2007 the government established a Task Force with powers to arrest people without and seize property without court order.
[v]  In April, 2007, the Supreme Court of Bangladesh granted Ms. Huda 6 months bail.  In May, 2007 Bangladesh authorities prevented Ms Huda from going to Geneva to deliver a report on human trafficking to the UN Human Rights Council on the grounds that because she might “give statements detrimental to the government,”
[vi] she was a “security risk”.  

 

Sigma Huda was then arrested July 5, 2007, in apparent violation of the March 8, 2007 and the April 2007 orders of the Supreme Court of Bangladesh and has been in custody since.  Between arrest and trial, available reports indicate that Ms Huda was denied medical treatment for her heart and diabetes conditions, was denied proper access to lawyers and visitors and that her legal counsel were prevented from obtaining the information necessary to prepare a full defence.  Court proceedings were then further compromised by a heavy police and military presence coupled with denial of full access by the public and the media. 

 

On August 27, 2007, the ACC convicted Ms Huda of being her husband’s accomplice in an alleged extortion of a director of a construction company. It is not clear whether these charges were among those initially laid against the Mr. Huda. The ACC refused to read out the whole 180 page judgment in court.
[vii] 

BHRC is concerned that Ms Huda’s arrest, conviction and sentencing is a continuation of efforts to prevent her from reporting on human rights abuses that may be “detrimental to the [Bangladesh] government.”  
Yours sincerely,

Tim Otty QC





Vice Chair
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