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after the training of Peace Brokers (artisans de paix) and elected officials on transitional justice.
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Impunity Watch is a non-profit human rights organisation dedicated 
to ending impunity for severe violations of human rights, especially 
in countries emerging from a violent past. We analyse, advocate, 
and partner to help local communities seek accountability for 
gross human rights abuses and for systemic injustice. In our work, 
we adopt a bottom-up, participatory, and context- sensitive
approach, and support victims and survivors in exercising their 
rights. Our work is legal, social, and political.

Impunity Watch began its work in 2004 in response to calls from 
Guatemalan human rights groups for greater support in their struggle 
for redress after the internal armed conflict of 1960-1996. It was 
registered as an independent foundation in 2008 in the Netherlands. 
Today, Impunity Watch works in a wide range of countries and has 
offices in Burundi, Guatemala, and The Netherlands. 

VIsION 
We envisage a world in which states and societies respond effectively 
to serious crimes and gross violations of human rights with 
redress and recognition - where cultures of human rights and 
rule of law prevail, and where people no longer accept impunity 
as “the norm.”

MIssION
We research the root causes of impunity as well as obstacles to 
its reduction. We seek to directly engage affected individuals and 
communities in justice processes. We promote their voices in the 
design and implementation of policies to encourage truth, justice, 
reparations, and the non-recurrence of violence and abuse. We 
encourage the active involvement of local actors in transformations 
after violence. We also support informal initiatives that complement 
formal transitional justice mechanisms.

For more information, please visit our website:
www.impunitywatch.org



5

TA
BL

E 
O

F 
CO

N
TE

N
Ts

List of Abbreviations ............................................................................... 6

List of Publications .................................................................................. 7

Preface .......................................................................................................... 8

Message from the Executive Director ..............................................10

strategic Plan .............................................................................................12

Our Comparative Approach .................................................................13

Burundi and the Democratic Republic of Congo ........................16 

Guatemala ..................................................................................................19 

Iraq ................................................................................................................22 

syria ...............................................................................................................25

The Western Balkans ..............................................................................27  

General Financial statement ...............................................................29 



LI
sT

 O
F 

A
BB

RE
VI

A
TI

O
N

s BBC   British Broadcasting Corporation

BIRN  Balkan Investigative Reporting Network

CICIG  International Commission against Impunity
  in Guatemala

CNC  National Communications Council 

CoI  Commission of Inquiry

DRC  Democratic Republic of Congo

EU   European Union

IACHR   Inter-American Commission on Human Rights

IACtHR   Inter-American Court of Human Rights 

ICC   International Criminal Court

IIIM              International, Impartial and Independent
                         Mechanism (to assist in the Investigation and  
                         Prosecution of Persons Responsible for the 
                         Most Serious Crimes under International Law 
                           Committed in the Syrian Arab Republic since  
                         March 2011)

INGO  International Non-Governmental Organisation

IsIs   Islamic State of Iraq and Syria

MENA  Middle East and North Africa  

MICT  United Nations International Residual
                          Mechanism for Criminal Tribunal

OHCHR  Office of the United Nations High
                         Commissioner for Human Rights

PMF  Popular Mobilisation Forces

sDF  Syrian Democratic Forces

sGBV  Sexual and/or Gender Based Violence

THARs  Trauma Healing and Reconciliation Services 

TRC  Truth and Reconciliation Commission

UK  United Kingdom

UN  United Nations

Us  United States of America
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IAREsEARCH REPORTs
•  Avances Y Obstáculos De La Justicia Transicional en Guatemala
•  Liderazgo y Participación de las mujeres en la justicia de Guatemala 
•  Leadership and participation of Women in Guatemala’s Justice
•  Keeping the Promise: Addressing Impunity in the Western Balkans
•  Initiatives locales et attentes des populations: La justice transitionnelle
     au Sud-Kivu, République Démocratique du Congo

POLICY BRIEFs
•  Reparación transformadora para sobrevivientes de violencia sexual
     en sociedades postconflicto
•  Transformative Reparations for survivors of sexual violence
     in post-conflict societies
•  Reparations for Gross Human Rights Violations in Guatemala
•  Genre et justice transitionnelle au Burundi: entre rôles sexo-spécifiques, 
     hiérarchies & dynamiques politiques
•  Processus électoral en RDC: Nécessité de la prise en compte des
     questions de traitement du passé

FACTsHEETs
•  El juicio de genocidio en contra del ex jefe de inteligencia militar
     de Guatemala llega a su fase final
•  The Genocide Trial against the Former Head of Intelligence of
     Guatemala Enters its Final Phase
•  Tribunal de Guatemala condena a ex militar por la masacre de 171
     campesinos en Las Dos Erres

OP-EDs
•  How the Balkans Summit Failed on Truth and Justice
•  EU’s Balkan Strategy Misses Chance to Tackle Past Injustice

MULTIMEDIA 
•  The Path to Justice
•  El Camino de la justicia 
•  Una mirada a las resoluciones sobre Mujeres, Paz y Seguridad 

https://www.impunitywatch.nl/docs/Avances_y_obst%25C3%25A1culos_de_la_justicia_en_Guatemala_IW_julio_2018.pdf
https://www.impunitywatch.nl/docs/ResearchReport_Liderazgo_Participacion_Las_Mujeres_Justicia_Guatemala_2018_spanish.pdf
https://www.impunitywatch.nl/docs/ResearchReport_Leadership_Participation_Women_Guatemala_Justice_2018_eng.pdf
https://www.impunitywatch.nl/docs/ResearchReport_Keeping_the_Promise_Impunity_Western_Balkans_2018_eng.pdf
https://www.impunitywatch.nl/docs/ResearchBrief_Initiatives_Locales_Attentes_des_Populations_Sud_Kivu_2018_french.pdf
https://www.impunitywatch.nl/docs/ResearchBrief_Initiatives_Locales_Attentes_des_Populations_Sud_Kivu_2018_french.pdf
https://www.impunitywatch.nl/docs/PB_Reparacion_transformadora_para_sobrevientes_de_vs.pdf%20
https://www.impunitywatch.nl/docs/PB_Reparacion_transformadora_para_sobrevientes_de_vs.pdf%20
https://www.impunitywatch.nl/docs/PB_Transformative_reparations_for_survivors_of_sexual_violence.pdf
https://www.impunitywatch.nl/docs/PB_Transformative_reparations_for_survivors_of_sexual_violence.pdf
https://www.impunitywatch.nl/docs/PB_Reparations_for_Gross_Human_Rights_Violations_in_Guatemala.pdf%20
https://www.impunitywatch.nl/docs/PolicyBrief_Genre_Justice_Transitionnelle_au_Burundi_2018_french.pdf%20
https://www.impunitywatch.nl/docs/PolicyBrief_Genre_Justice_Transitionnelle_au_Burundi_2018_french.pdf%20
https://www.impunitywatch.nl/docs/PolicyBrief_Processus_Electoral_DRC_Traitement_du_Passe_2018_french.pdf%20
https://www.impunitywatch.nl/docs/PolicyBrief_Processus_Electoral_DRC_Traitement_du_Passe_2018_french.pdf%20
https://bit.ly/2kGltST
https://bit.ly/2kGltST
https://bit.ly/2lIdvJm
https://bit.ly/2lIdvJm
https://bit.ly/2lHD519
https://bit.ly/2lHD519
https://balkaninsight.com/2018/07/16/how-the-balkans-summit-failed-on-truth-and-justice-07-13-2018/
https://balkaninsight.com/2018/02/07/eu-s-balkans-strategy-doesn-t-sufficiently-tackle-past-injustices-02-07-2018/
https://www.youtube.com/watch%3Fv%3DvJMnkd0fdVw%26feature%3Dyoutu.be
https://www.youtube.com/watch%3Fv%3DzNr00660VmY%26feature%3Dyoutu.be
https://www.youtube.com/watch%3Fv%3D46U1g_j9DEo
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E Our Annual Report provides an overview of the work of Impunity 
Watch from January to December 2018. The report documents 
the ongoing struggle of many victims of human rights violations 
to claim their rights and restore their dignity amidst a globally 
shrinking space for protection and human rights.

The report shines a light on our various programmes and 
details our joint work with civil society organisations, victim 
groups, and survivors of human rights violations to acknowledge 
their suffering, end impunity, and hold perpetrators accountable. 
Financial figures are provided at the end of the report. 





Message from the
ExECUTIVE DIRECTOR

Uncertainty continued to mark the global political scene in 2018, leading to a further shrinking of the space for 
human rights, freedoms and democracy in several contexts. The ongoing rise of far-right politics, nationalism, 
authoritarianism, and the excessive use of force by some governments - without paying any respect to international 
law - contributed to a bleaker picture of the human rights situation worldwide. 

In this global context, we have noted a further narrowing of space for civil society actors throughout 2018, as well 
as trends of democratic backsliding and repression in almost all countries where Impunity Watch works. Human 
rights activists and victim organisations faced varying degrees of increased pressure ranging from smear campaigns 
to violence, imprisonment, the shutdown of organisations and even death. The decision by the Guatemalan
government to expel the International Commission against Impunity (CICIG), which is internationally praised for
its important contribution to fighting corruption and rebuilding the rule of law, is a case in point. In addition, the
Guatemalan Congress is set to pass a law that grants general amnesty to all those convicted of atrocity crimes, 
which is another step in the dismantling of the rule of law and a slap in the face of the victims. The proposed law 
halts any ongoing or future processes in relation to atrocity crimes committed during the internal armed conflict. 
Meanwhile, the Burundian government launched a major crack-down on International Non-Governmental
Organisations (INGOs) and suspended their work, imposing questionable demands on them as a precondition to 
re-authorising their work; a move that has further weakened the political space for civil society to operate. In the 
Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region, the political discourse has further shifted from human rights concerns 
to a focus on security, strengthening borders, and counter-terrorism. This alteration negatively affects the possibility 
of including issues of accountability and human rights or addressing the root causes of atrocities in the
international policy agenda. In the Western Balkans, the political interest to keep issues of transitional justice,
victim participation and prevention on the agenda has almost disappeared altogether. 

The prospects for halting this global deterioration of human rights are looking increasingly grim. Nevertheless, this 
has not stopped human rights defenders - including activists, organisations and victims - from pursing their fight
for justice or from achieving some important breakthroughs in process and outcomes in these contexts.
Acknowledging this challenging and changing global situation, our organisation remains determined – now more 
than ever – to support victims and to strengthen the justice processes and the actors who have the commitment, 
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clarity, and ability to contribute to transformative change. We strongly believe that their active participation in 
political processes is the best guarantee for meaningful transitional justice processes to move forward and sustain 
themselves long-term; irrespective of whether the national and international political contexts are conducive or not.

It is in this spirit that we developed our “Strategic Plan 2017-2021” in which we defined three thematic priorities 
that we think are key to establishing transformative change: victim participation; gender-transformative approaches; 
and politically-informed approaches. In line with this strategy, in 2018 we continued to strengthen our programmes 
in the four regions where we currently work: Burundi and the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC), Guatemala, 
MENA, and the Western Balkans. Our increased geographic reach, which started in 2017 and continued in 2018, 
has helped us to deepen our commitment to and connection with victims and local partners across regions and 
continents. It has enriched our comparative analysis and understanding of the challenges in fighting impunity
and enabling transformative change. We use this knowledge to tailor our interventions to local needs as well
as to inform international policy for it to make a difference on the ground.  

The strength, solidarity, determination, and perseverance of victims, affected communities, and all those we work 
with is a constant reminder that our work converges with the remarkable efforts of numerous courageous actors 
around the world seeking to protect human rights and achieve social justice; thus, fighting back against (global) 
political challenges and setbacks.

This Annual Report 2018 summarises the most important activities that were carried out across our different
programmes in 2018. We hope it adequately communicates the overall consistency of our approach throughout
our work and the added value this brings to each of our programmes, as well as our comparative potential and 
international policy impact. 

Marlies stappers
Executive Director of Impunity Watch
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1 At Impunity Watch, we believe that transitional justice practices 
will have greater impact if they become more innovative. More
importantly, it is imperative to embrace politically-informed
methodologies that are deeply rooted in contextual specifics and 
that enable the most marginalised to participate in justice processes.

OUR PROGRAMME PRIORITIEs FOR 2017-2021
We have therefore adopted three programme priorities for the
period of 2017-2021:
 
1. Increased and more meaningful victim participation in
    transitional justice processes: Ensure that victims of serious 
    human rights violations and historic injustices meaningfully
    influence or participate in the design and implementation of  
    justice measures and policies, as well as participate in relevant  
    informal initiatives.

2. Transitional justice policies and processes are politically-
    informed: Ensure that transitional justice policies are locally 
    driven, context-specific, and developed through participatory and 
    bottom-up processes. We encourage civil society to develop such  
    strategies by relying on their creativity and capacity to innovate. 

3. Transitional justice strategies and policies are gender
    transformative and seek to address pre-existing gender- 
    based power relations and hierarchies: Engage researchers 
    and practitioners to examine the connection between hegemonic
    masculinities and past and ongoing abuse, violence, and exclusion; 
    demonstrating that alternative expressions of masculinity or 
    gender can help foster just and peaceful societies in post-
    conflict periods.
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OUR OPERATIONAL PRIORITIEs
We are poised to enhance our capacity and expand our knowledge 
base. Based on our own experience, partner feedback, and our
programme priorities, we have adopted four key operational priorities 
for the period of 2017-2021: 
1. Enhance the impact of our communications and outreach 
    by amplifying the voices of vulnerable communities;
    disseminating our research findings more effectively; and 
    increasing ourpersuasive power with policymakers;

2. Improve our learning by introducing lively, timely, and 
    thoughtful design, monitoring and evaluation practices;

3. Take first steps to build a more flexible and diverse funding 
    base that is well-aligned with our programme goals; and

4. scale other operational areas appropriately including by 
    recruiting board members with new skills and networks to 
    our governance and advisory mechanisms.  

Our Strategic Plan 2017-2021 can be downloaded
https://www.impunitywatch.org/our-strategic-plan 



Transitional justice is not a mere toolkit 
applicable to all contexts and there is no 
“one-size-fits-all.”
A comparative approach to transitional justice enables actors,
practitioners and policymakers working in this field to draw-on
lessons from other contexts, which can help improve their strate-
gies and the effectiveness of their work. Our comparative approach
includes exchanges between victims and survivors from the same 
or different countries whereby they share their experiences and 
lessons learned, motivate each other, and strengthen each other’s 
capacity to influence policy.

In 2018, we expanded our partnerships with social movements 
that organise against impunity. In addition to our field pro-
grammes, we worked at the international level advocating among 
policymakers the importance of integrating meaningful victim 
participation in justice policies and processes. 

OUR INTERNATIONAL|
COMPARATIVE APPROACH
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•Engaged with UN officials to integrate a gender-transformative approach to justice processes 
   including with the Special Rapporteur on the promotion of truth, justice, reparation and guarantees 
   of non-recurrence and the Special Representative of the Secretary-General on Sexual Violence in Conflict.
• Engaged with the Working Group on Enforced and Involuntary Disappearance. 

•Participated in the Civil Society Dialogue Network policy  
   meeting in Brussels on reviewing the transitional justice 
   policy framework.

•Engaged with the Task Force on Justice and 
   participated in the Working Group on Transitional 
   Justice and SDG 16+ and contributed to its report.

•Partnered with the Dutch Ministry of Foreign  
   Affairs to advance victim participation through 
   SDG16+ specifically in Iraq, Syria and Tunisia.
•Supported the working group on peace and 
   development FRiENT in its work with the German
   government on developing a transitional justice policy.
•Participated in a workshop organised by the German
   NICD and the German Corporation for International 
   Cooperation GIZ in Berlin to develop strategies  
   on transitional justice and dealing with the past. 

•Advocated with the International Criminal Court (ICC), the
   International, Impartial and Independent Mechanism (IIIM) 
   for Syria, and the Kosovo Specialist Chambers and Specialist 
   Prosecutor’s Office. 
•Co-organised with REDRESS and the Syria Justice and
   Accountability Centre a policymakers meeting in The Hague.
•Co-organised with REDRESS and Avocats sans Frontières a 
   side-event on victim participation at the Assembly of State  
   Parties to the Rome Statute/ICC.



“ We do not necessarily demand that women be superior to men, but  
    we want them to be valued and make decisions about what needs
    to be done for the good of the community. “
       - A female participant in Dushirehamwe’s activities organised by Impunity Watch

BURUNDI AND THE DEMOCRATIC
REPUBLIC OF CONGO

•The National Communications Council  
   (CNC in French) suspends the online 
   platform of the main independent 
   newspaper Iwacu for three months.
•Government revokes the visas of 
   three UN experts tasked to gather
   information on human rights violations.

•The National Security Council suspends 
   all INGOs pending compliance with 
   several demands.
•UN Human Rights Council renews the  
   mandate of the Commission of Inquiry 
   (CoI) for another year despite Burundi’s 
   refusal to cooperate. 

•The mandate of the Truth and 
   Reconciliation Commission (TRC)
   expires and a new TRC is formed  
   with a broader mandate including  
   to examine colonial-era crimes. 
•Government officially requests 
   OHCHR to close its office in Burundi. 

•A constitutional referendum changes 
   presidential term limits, potentially
   enabling President Pierre
   Nkurunziza to remain in power until 2034. 
•CNC suspends BBC for six months.

OVERVIEW
2018 was a challenging year for our organisation in Burundi, but even more so for the population and victim com-
munities we work to support. They are living in increasingly dire socio-economic conditions and an unstable security 
context. Assessments, such as those of the UN CoI for Burundi, have shown that certain human rights benchmarks 
had not been met in the country. As a result, Burundi’s principal donors maintained their sanctions against the gov-
ernment, adding further strain to those relations. In the last quarter of 2018, the government suspended all INGOs, 
pending compliance with several demands. Amidst these developments, the four-year mandate of the country’s TRC 
came to an end. A new TRC was promptly inaugurated with several significant changes to its mandate, including to 
seek the truth on colonial-era crimes. 

In neighbouring DRC, the context was no less challenging. The presidential elections provided the main source of 
instability, both with the uncertainty of whether they would be held and then with the ambiguity surrounding the 
final results. In a controversial decision, the electoral commission suspended the vote in two key opposition provinces; 
effectively marginalising more than 1.2 million potential voters. The results of the presidential elections, which saw 
Felix Tshisekedi announced as the winner, were met with protests and claims of fraud. Nonetheless, the Constitutional 
Court dismissed the allegations, clearing the path for the new president to take office in January 2019.

Timeline of key events in Burundi
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IMPUNITY WATCH ACTIVITIEs
Throughout 2018, we continued to conduct bottom-up, participatory research on the transitional justice and political 
demands of affected communities in Burundi and the DRC. We produced research studies, monitoring reports and 
policy briefs, tailored to the needs of affected communities. We base our advocacy strategy on research and an 
analysis of the evolving gender-based violence dynamics at the community and interpersonal levels since Burundi’s 
crisis. One of our studies highlighting local transitional justice initiatives in South Kivu further revealed the transitional 
justice expectations of the population. Another case study provided critical insights into the impact of masculinities 
on Burundi’s peace processes.

Levels of knowledge at the community level about transitional justice, basic rights and national transitional justice 
mechanisms are still extremely low in both countries, and access to information in the current Burundian context 
is increasingly difficult. Our work in 2018 thus focused on supporting victims and communities to participate in 
these processes, with information constituting a fundamental prerequisite for victim participation. We provided 
capacity-building trainings on transitional justice and worked with youth from our target communities on peer-to-peer 
outreach. We maintained our support to women community mediators, who organised community dialogues and 
provincial policy forums on political participation, amplifying the voices of women and girls. We also prioritised 
trauma-healing as a fundamental – but under-supported – component of healthy transitional justice processes after
massive violence, training psychologists who work in community-based support centres. In parallel to our community- 
focused work in Burundi and DRC, we intensified training of partners aimed at increasing their capacity to accompany 
victims and promote meaningful participation. We organised two policy forums in North Kivu and South Kivu and
a national policy forum in Kinshasa, allowing victims to bring forward their needs to key national policy- and 
decision-makers. We also trained local Burundian officials on transitional justice, specifically the importance of 
memory for dealing with historical traumas. 

At the community level, our approach with its focus on victim participation has demonstrably increased levels
of awareness and knowledge among target communities, with youth ‘Peace Brokers’ acting as positive agents for 
change. Supporting women and girls to seize opportunities to advocate for their rights at provincial forums in 
Burundi mirrored the impact of similar forums in the DRC, which led to commitments from politicians to prioritise 
transitional justice in their political agendas. Through our work to ensure that policy and programming on the 
region are gender transformative, we were able to influence the agenda of the African Union’s Second Continental 
Transitional Justice Forum and other key regional forums including in Zimbabwe and Uganda. We put women mediators
at the centre of awareness-raising and community dialogues and influenced the Humanitarian Action Plan in 
Burundi through our gender transformative plan. Our joint advocacy strategy with local civil society organisations 
resulted in the uptake of recommendations on transitional justice initiatives. Our politically-informed approach has 
re-energised debates on transitional justice. In the DRC, we developed a joint advocacy strategy with civil society 
organisations in the East and in Kinshasa, which includes draft laws for transitional justice mechanisms in the 
DRC. In Burundi, we advocated with international policymakers to look beyond the TRC as the sole mechanisms of 
transitional justice.



BURUNDI:
•27 women community mediators trained and working in 660 collines.
•140 young Peace Brokers trained on transitional justice and 
   conducted awareness-raising sessions for communities. 
•70 community counsellors trained on trauma-healing and are
   supporting hundreds of victims. 
•72 local authority actors at the colline and community level 
   trained on role of memory for social reconstruction.
•135 community members in south Kivu participated in training 
   sessions on transitional justice.

•210 people expressed their expectations of TJ in the DRC;
   which informed our advocacy efforts.

•945 people participated in more than 50 awareness-raising sessions.

•80 community dialogues on women rights and transitional justice
   conducted for more than 500 community members in Burundi.

Nella [pseudonym] and her child were wounded with machetes during the crisis in Burundi. Nella was 
traumatised by the event and developed insomnia. She often had nightmares of people following her
to kill her with machetes. “The feeling of anger and sorrow was deep, and grew stronger each time
I encountered the perpetrators,” she says. 

Nella was subsequently introduced to a volunteer community counsellor trained on trauma-healing by
the Trauma Healing and Reconciliation Services (THARS), a local partner of Impunity Watch. Nella told
the counsellor her story and let out all of her anger. The counsellor advised her on how to cope with 
her situation and overcome her sorrow. “This [psycho-social support] had a huge positive impact on 
me. I feel soothed. I feel different than before. I feel my self-worth,” explains Nella when asked about 
how she benefited from this counselling programme. 

The Community Counsellors are volunteers selected from the communities in the provinces of Bujumbura
Rural, Cibitoke, and Muyinga. THARS trains them on trauma healing for survivors of violence.
Supported by Impunity Watch and THARS psychologists, the counsellors not only provide the needed 
psycho-social support, but also support victims to participate in informal, community-based transitional 
justice initiatives in Burundi. 

A Story from
the Field
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“ We search for justice because we simply want to dignify our family  
    members. A great step forward has been to overcome our fear to 
    speak out on what we suffered because of the armed conflict. And 
    now also to have initiated this process before the Inter-American Court 
    for Human Rights (IACtHR) where we hope and trust to finally 
    achieve the justice that we have been seeking for 35 years “
       - Marielos Loch – Santa Lucia 

GUATEMALA

•Former President 
Efraín Ríos Montt dies 
during his retrial on 
charges of genocide.

•President Jimmy Morales an-
nounces that he will not renew 
the CICIG mandate when it 
expires in September 2019.
•President Morales prohibits 
CICIG Commissioner Iván 
Velásquez from re-entering the 
country.

•In protest to the president’s 
decision, several members of the 
government resign and mass 
protests take place. 

•Three former military officers are sentenced to 58 
years each for the enforced disappearance of then 
14-year old Marco Antonio Molina Theissen and the 
rape of his sister in 1981. A fourth officer is sentenced
to 33 years for his involvement in the rape and
aggravated sexual assault on Emma Molina Theissen.
•One military officer was found not to have command 
responsibility and acquitted of all charges.  

•Authorities refuse the Constitutional Court’s
order to allow CICIG Commissioner to return. 
•The genocide trial against former President
Ríos Montt and former Intelligence Chief
Rodríguez Sánchez resumes.
•Former Vice-President Baldetti is sentenced
to 15 and a half years in prison for her
involvement in a multimillion-dollar fraud
case, one of the cases against her.

•Trial hearings begin
in  the Emma Molina
Theissen case against
five retired senior
military officers.

OVERVIEW

Guatemala witnessed significant political and social tensions throughout 2018 due to the Government’s reluctance 
to fight corruption. The Government, Congress and allegedly corrupt businessmen joined efforts to impede the 
work of CICIG and obstruct justice. A growing wave of criticism and smear campaigns targeted the Constitutional 
Court, the Human Rights Ombudsperson, as well as independent prosecutors and judges fighting corruption and 
impunity for past and present crimes. In August, President Jimmy Morales surprisingly announced that he will not 
renew CICIG’s mandate and subsequently barred its Commissioner Iván Velásquez from re-entering the country. 
The decision sparked strong objection by civil society organisations and the international community; in defence of 
CICIG’s important contribution to strengthening justice and the rule of law in Guatemala. President Morales made 
the announcement surrounded by military officers, restoring intimidating images of the role of the military during 
the internal armed conflict (1960-1996) and installing terror in the population. The last quarter of 2018 witnessed 
rising tensions, as the Government presented a criminal complaint against three judges of the Constitutional Court 
for its resolutions in favour of the CICIG and the fight against corruption. There were also attempts to dismiss the 
Human Rights Ombudsperson in light of his position against corruption and his criticism of the Government and 
the Congress. 



Throughout 2018, human rights activists in Guatemala were attacked and faced continuous threats, intimidation, 
and stigmatisation. Nevertheless, significant progress marked the transitional justice process.
Guatemalan courts issued three sentences in cases of internal armed conflict: Ixil Genocide, Molina Theissen Case 
of enforced disappearance and sexual violence, and the Las Dos Erres massacre. The IACtHR also issued its
judgement in the Coc Max et al. v. Guatemala case concerning the Xamán massacre. 

IMPUNITY WATCH ACTIVITIEs
Our victim participation programme remained a priority in 2018 with focus on research, empowerment of victim 
organisations, providing legal advice, and advocacy activities. We maintained our support to victims in their demand for 
truth, justice and reparations. In an effort to open a public debate about reparations and re-inforce victim participation,
we organised a seminar in May in the city of Guatemala bringing together more than 150 victim representatives from 
different regions, human rights defenders, key government and congress authorities, as well as top UN officials. 

In July, we launched our new monitoring report on transitional justice in Guatemala for the period 2014-2017. 
The report examines the main advances and structural obstacles to the policies of truth, justice and reparations 
throughout these four years, and concludes by raising recommendations to the State of Guatemala urging it to fulfil 
its human rights obligations, comply with the peace agenda, and strengthen justice and the rights of the victims of 
the internal armed conflict. Key recommendations also included urging the Congress to approve the establishment of a 
national commission tasked with the search for the forcibly disappeared and the missing individuals in compliance
with international standards; as well as refraining from approving initiatives to grant amnesty to perpetrators of crimes 
committed during the armed conflict. In October, we organised and took part in a public hearing at the Inter-American 
Commission on Human Rights (IACHR) on the case of enforced disappearance of Santa Lucía Cotzumalguapa. 
With our support, two women victims participated in the session introducing a strong gender perspective to the case. 

As part of our gender efforts, we provided various platforms to initiate dialogue and information-sharing between 
national and international policymakers, state representatives and stakeholders, survivors, victim groups, and women
organisations. Along with our partners we organised four different events, including open-days and seminars, 
during which we focused on transformative reparations as a key point of discussion between the participating victims 
and state representatives. Throughout 2018, we strongly advocated for the participation of capable women in 
leadership positions in the justice sector based on our research findings; especially in the period around the election 
of the Attorney General. As members of the Alliance of Women and Indigenous Women, we held a public forum on 
access to justice with the women candidates. 

Our judicial independence program continued to support independent prosecutors and judges. We monitored the 
election of the Attorney General, organised two forums on the process, and issued a pertaining report. We worked 
on strengthening civil society, particularly the Alliance for Reforms, a coalition of 40 organisations working against 
impunity. We helped improve the security of judges and prosecutors under threat, amongst others by helping them 
obtain precautionary measures from the IACtHR. 
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1 Santa Lucía Cotzumalguapa, located in the southern coastal area of Guatemala, is a case of enforced disappearance and other crimes against  
  humanity perpetrated in the 1980s against rural workers and religious people who organised themselves in unions to defend their rights. The  
  organisations called for the great sugar cane strike, which was massively repressed by the Guatemalan military. More than 110 individuals were 
  forcibly disappeared and persecuted, and their fate remains unknown.

•We monitored and accompanied six (out of 20) cases of internal 
   armed conflict in national courts

•We supported victims and provided technical support in three 
   trials: The Ixil genocide, the Molina Theissen case of sexual 
   violence and enforced disappearance, and the intermediate 
   phase of the Achi women case of sexual violence.

•We worked with 17 local victim groups and three national
   networks of victims.

With the support of Impunity Watch, Guatemalan women survivors Alicia Juarez and Marielos Loch testified 
in a public hearing on the Santa Lucía Cotzumalguapa1 case of enforced disappearance, held by the IACHR 
in Boulder, Colorado (United States) in October. The hearing came after a complaint was filed against the 
State of Guatemala for denial of justice.  

Juarez was kidnapped, raped, and threatened by four armed men who interrogated her about her father.
Her 13-year-old sister was exploited as a sex slave by an army officer. “We have not gained anything;
neither justice nor information about the whereabouts of our loved ones,” she told the commissioners.    

Loch’s father was kidnaped by five heavily armed men. As a child, her mom told her he would come back until she 
realised that he never would. Loch explained that despite the fear, some families of the victims have written three 
books with testimonies from survivors. “We want to dignify the memory of our loved ones,” she told the commissioner. 

State representative Jorge Luis Borrayo, present at the hearing, accused the survivors of wanting to keep the 
conflict alive emphasising that it made no sense to re-open the wounds of the past and call for a hearing that 
faces many limitations. Commissioner Esameralda de Troitino said that the facts that were disclosed during 
the session merit a response from the state. Her peer, Commissioner Antonia Noguera, highlighted that if 
disappeared persons are not found and if the perpetrators remain unpunished, these events remain part of 
the present and not the past; noting that the Court will pursue its work which is more than a dialogue and 
aims to strengthen the judiciary.

A Story from
the Field



“ The training increased my knowledge about data collection and 
    analysis. The mapping exercise requires teamwork and the trainer   
    motivated us to share our ideas regarding the final data we want
    to adopt. “  

       - Zainab Kadhim, a participant in one of our trainings on mapping patterns and root causes of SGBV in Iraq.

IRAQ

OVERVIEW
2018 saw Iraq grappling with challenges left by years of dictatorship, instability, and conflict. The country
witnessed mass displacement, endemic corruption, and economic woes with failing to meet its citizens’ needs
for services and employment. Moreover, the country endured deep social divisions and tensions between the
central government in Baghdad and the semi-autonomous Kurdish Regional Government in Erbil following the 
2017 disputed Kurdish independence referendum. Although the territorial ‘caliphate’ of ISIS collapsed and it was
declared defeated in Iraq in December 2017, the extremist group continued to carry out sporadic attacks, and
its legacy will take years to overcome. 

Meanwhile, the voices and needs of victims remained largely absent from justice debates. A trend toward one-sided 
justice solely addressing crimes committed by ISIS took root, with trials of ISIS members in the Iraqi judicial system 
falling far short of international standards. In parallel, a tendency toward collective punishment for communities 
perceived as loyal to ISIS emerged, threatening the ability of internally displaced people to return to their homes 
and prospects for reconciliation. An investigative team established by the UN Security Council began its work

•Popular Mobilisation
Forces (PMF) are officially
incorporated into the 
Iraqi armed forces but 
retain an independent 
command structure. 

•Protests against
corruption, unemployment, 
lack of basic services, power 
cuts and pollution take 
place, especially in
the South.

•Protests intensify in the South, 
turning violent at times and 
being met with state violence. 
Three protest leaders are 
subsequently assassinated by 
unknown assailants.

•Parliamentary elections, 
delayed since 2017, are
largely peaceful but feature
low voter confidence and 
turn-out.

•A government is formed 
after months of wrangling and 
electoral recounts.
•Nadia Murad, a Yazidi survivor 
of abduction and rape by ISIS, 
is awarded the Nobel Peace 
Prize for her activism against 
sexual violence as a weapon
of armed conflict.

•The Islamic State of 
Iraq and Syria (ISIS) 
commits a double suicide 
bombing killing at least 
27 in Baghdad, one of
numerous attacks in 2018
despite the collapse of its
caliphate in Iraq in 2017.
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assisting Iraq and third countries to prosecute crimes committed by ISIS in late 2018, but there was little progress 
toward ensuring that other actors involved in the fight against ISIS which committed abuses face justice. These 
actors included the PMF (a group of predominantly Shiite militias key in defeating ISIS), Kurdish Peshmerga fighters, 
and international coalition forces. 

IMPUNITY WATCH ACTIVITIEs
The top-down justice process in Iraq has left the demands and needs of affected communities unaddressed. We thus 
intensified our advocacy with domestic and international policymakers for a more inclusive approach that brings 
forward the needs and aspirations of victims. We focused our 2018 activities on strengthening the role of civil society 
in justice efforts, as well as enabling victims and affected communities to fully participate in the design and functioning 
of justice mechanisms. 

In 2018, we paid particular attention to Sexual and/or Gender Based Violence (SGBV) and worked closely with 
women groups and academics to equip them with the necessary tools to address this type of violations. With our 
local partner Iraqi al-Amal Association, we launched a mapping of SGBV in Iraq covering the period 2003 until 
2018. This mapping aims to identify SGBV patterns and reveal their social, political, legal and economic root causes 
and to develop relevant recommendations to address them. The mapping team, composed of Iraqi women activists, 
had undertaken an SGBV-focused training with a mapping expert in Beirut in June. As a result, a special mapping 
database was created after which the team began the data collection and analysis (expected to be completed in 
2019). We complemented this training with a series of exchange meetings with Arab gender-justice activists from 
Lebanon, Morocco, and Syria. This cross-learning exercise accentuated the importance of sharing different
transitional justice experiences amongst the participants, with a special focus on the challenges and lessons
learned all while prioritising the gender component.  



In June 2018, Impunity Watch brought together women activists from Morocco, Lebanon 
and Syria to share their personal and collective journey of seeking justice.

Gathered in Beirut, leading women activists and human right defenders presented their 
country experiences in dealing with the past, truth-seeking, and strategic litigation - all 
while focusing on the gender component.

One Lebanese activist whose husband went missing during the civil war in Lebanon,
recounted her decades-long journey seeking to know his whereabouts. She emphasised 
the indispensable role that civil society played in defending the right to know the fate 
of the missing and the forcibly disappeared. Recounting the abundant ups and downs, 
political intimidation and security threats that she and the families of the missing endured, 
she stressed that giving up was never an option and that despite their frustrations the 
families never surrendered or forgot their loved ones.

The workshop particularly helped enrich the participants’ knowledge of similar experiences 
as well as their comparative analysis and understanding of the different challenges that 
could hinder the fight against impunity and impede real change in their societies.  

A Story from
the Field
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“ Victim participation in justice processes is of essence to us.
    This principle is the basis of our partnership with Impunity Watch. 
    Victims have the right to justice and perpetrators of human rights 
    violations should be held accountable. The voice of victims should
    be heard.“ 

      - Ahmad Helmi, Ta’afi - Kesh Malek Organisation 

sYRIA

•The UN Security Council 
unanimously approves a 30-day 
ceasefire resolution in Syria, 
with unclear timeframe.

•Syrian government amends “Law 10” allowing 
Syrians one year to prove ownership of land.

•Syrian-Russian military alliance launches offensive 
in Daraa and Quneitra Governorates (southwest Syria) 
resulting is massive displacement to Jordan and the 
Golan-Heights. 

•Russia and Turkey announce the creation of 
demilitarised zone in Syria’s Idlib province. 

•Syrian government forces re-controls almost all
of the south of Syria.
•Syrian Government updates civil registries, issues 
death certificates for hundreds of individuals it has 
previously detained or disappeared, and does not 
provide the remains to the families.

•Kurdish-led Syrian Democratic 
Forces (SDF) forces launch offensive 
that massively reduces ISIS territory 
to a small area on the Iraqi border. 

•Claims of new chemical attack in Douma (a major town 
in Eastern Ghouta) prompts the US, UK, and France to 
carry out punitive strikes on Syrian targets.
•Syrian Government issues controversial “Law 10” giving 
Syrians 30 days to prove ownership of property slated for 
requisitioning and renovation by the Government.

•UN Secretary-General António 
Guterres appoints Geir O. Pederson 
as his new Special Envoy for Syria.

•Turkey launches an assault on 
Kurdish rebels to oust them from 
the area around Afrin (northern 
Syria, Aleppo Governorate).

•US announces the full and rapid 
withdrawal of US military from 
Syria before partly backtracking. 



OVERVIEW

Despite the ongoing human rights abuses in Syria, the international support for justice and accountability seems to 
be waning. At the international level, a counter-terrorism and post-conflict reconstruction agenda appears as being 
prioritised over justice. Justice-related issues seem to be largely side-lined at the Geneva and Astana peace talks 
throughout 2018. The creation of the IIIM was a good initiative; however, the prospects of supplementing it with 
more advanced accountability or redress measures are diminishing, making it increasingly likely that human rights 
abuses will go unpunished and the needs and demands of victims remain unaddressed. Despite all challenges, 
accountability remains a top priority for Syrian civil society actors. There are strong efforts to document abuses and 
to advocate for justice. One sign of hope is that even in a difficult and dangerous environment, a growing number 
of survivors of atrocities in Syria are mobilising against impunity and their voices are becoming increasingly promi-
nent. In addition, a significant growing number of criminal and some civil cases have been brought against Syrian 
perpetrators of serious human rights abuses before European and North American courts. 

IMPUNITY WATCH ACTIVITIEs
In 2018, we worked closely with Syrian civil society organisations to ensure their meaningful participation in the 
work of the IIIM. We continued our work with associations of survivors of human rights violations and networked 
with new victim groups including the Syrian Women Survivors (a group of former female detainees fighting for
victim rights and justice) and Ta’afi (a group of former young detainees who established a platform to assist victims 
to access relief and rehabilitation). We provided these organisations with capacity-building and facilitated their 
access to international policymakers and resources. In January, we co-organised with Ta’afi a four-day training in 
Gaziantep, Turkey during which representatives of victim movements from Lebanon, Morocco, Nepal, and Tunisia 
shared their experience and advice. 

Similarly, we continued to provide ongoing strategic advice to the Association of Prisoners and Disappeared of 
Saydnaya in areas like advocacy, documentation and fundraising. In June, we co-organised with Human Rights 
Guardian a workshop for families of the disappeared to raise their awareness on advocating for their rights. As gender 
remained an essential component of our Syria programme, we worked with Syrian feminist activists to explore
ways to include a gender-transformative approach in justice and accountability efforts conducted by civil society. 

In January 2018 Impunity Watch co-organised a four-day workshop in Gaziantep, Turkey with Ta’afi, 
a group of young Syrian ex-detainees who established a platform to assist victims to access relief and 
rehabilitation. The workshop brought together representatives of victim movements from Lebanon, 
Morocco, Nepal, and Tunisia who shared their experience and advice. “We thought the workshop 
would be similar to many held on a weekly basis in Gaziantep,” said one of the participants. “But, 
what was quite compelling to us is that the trainers are survivors of human rights violations and 
advocates for justice in their own countries,” he continued.

As the trainers talked about their personal experience, the Syrian participants were encouraged to 
open-up and share stories they have never told before. This story-telling exercise also resulted in
showing solidarity with each other. This comparative approach helps participants enrich their personal 
and collective knowledge of best practices and lessons learned from similar contexts. In addition, it 
makes survivors reassured that they are not alone in their struggle for justice and that many activists 
are taking this long journey too with hope that justice will be achieved.

A Story from
the Field
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THE WEsTERN BALKANs

•Kosovan authorities officially launch the 
application process to grant wartime SGBV 
survivors legal status as war victims and to 
seek financial reparation. The law only covers 
the period until June 1999, leaving out
violations against the Serbian community 
that were allegedly committed thereafter.

•Special Police forces disperse thousands of angry 
protesters in Bosnia-Herzegovina demanding the
resignation of the Bosnian-Serb interior minister
over a student’s death in March.

•Former Bosnian Serb President
Radovan Karadžić denies charges of 
genocide, crimes against humanity 
and war crimes in the appeal hearings 
at the UN International Residual
Mechanism for Criminal Tribunal 
(MICT), and demands new trials.

•Participants at the Western Balkan Summit 
in London sign a joint declaration on war 
crimes and missing persons.

•Serbia adopts new law on asylum and temporary 
protection based on international and EU standards; 
however, it also provides for the detention of asylum 
seekers, restrictions on movement and accelerated 
asylum procedures. 

•Bosnian Serb nationalist Milorad
Dodik wins Serbian seat in
three-member federal presidency. 

•Bosnian State Court confirms a genocide 
indictment against former Bosnian Serb 
Interior Minister Tomislav Kovac.  
•Kosovo Serb politician Oliver Ivanović is 
shot dead in Mitrovica. 



OVERVIEW

Impunity for the wartime crimes of the 1990s is still widespread throughout the Western Balkans and continues
to undermine the demands of victims for justice and non-recurrence. Mounting ethnic divisions and polarisation
in the region, driven by nationalistic ideologies that actively promote a climate of impunity, have superseded
efforts to strengthen the rule of law and to achieve reconciliation. These trends pose a real threat to stability and 
security in the region. 

International interventions in the area of transitional justice by the UN, European Union (EU) and the Organization 
for Security and Co-operation in Europe have not been able yet to remarkably contribute to transforming a culture 
of impunity into a system based on the rule of law and social justice. Impunity watch is calling for a shift of policy 
and a reinvigorated effort to tackle impunity in the Western Balkans. Policy in the area of transitional justice needs 
to contribute to strengthening civil society at the grass root level, ensure broader dialogue and participation and 
take a gender-transformative approach that challenges unequal power structures.

IMPUNITY WATCH ACTIVITIEs
We focused our efforts with local and international actors on promoting a politically-informed approach to transitional
justice, within the framework of our strategic partnership with PAX and the Balkan Investigative Reporting Network 
(BIRN). We worked closely with civil society organisations in their efforts to influence policy development and ensure 
meaningful transitional justice interventions. In May, we published our report “Keeping the Promise: Addressing 
Impunity in the Western Balkans”, which looked into the state of transitional justice in the Western Balkans. The 
report examines the factors stalling the transitional justice process in the Western Balkans, and recommends the 
meaningful participation of victims and civil society in processes that ensure the prevention of future violations and
abuses. We later on presented the main findings of the report during BIRN’s annual conference in October and conducted 
outreach with decision makers in the EU. 

Throughout July and November 2018, we participated along with BIRN in numerous strategic events, including 
workshops and high level meetings on transitional justice. We strategically engaged in policy discussions around 
prevention and the necessity of reforms as a meaningful guarantee of non-recurrence. We aim through our work
to support victims to be active agents in the design and implementation of justice processes.

As part of our gender-focused work, we concentrated our efforts on addressing the serious gaps in the implementation 
of gender-transformative approaches in the Western Balkans and expanded our partnerships and networking with 
local actors. We conducted an in-depth research on existing documentation on gender and transitional justice in the 
Western Balkans and undertook country visits to Bosnia and Herzegovina, Kosovo, and Serbia where we interviewed 
a broad range of stakeholders with the support of BIRN and the Post-Conflict Research Centre. The pertaining policy 
paper will be released in 2019.
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The net result of € 8,110 has been added to our restricted funds/ general reserves.

For more detailed information an audited annual financial report for 2018 is available
on our website.

IN
CO

M
E 

A
N

D
 E

xP
EN

D
IT

U
RE

 s
TA

TE
M

EN
T 

20
18

Actual 2018 Budget 2018 Actual 2017
INCOME

Grants 2,062,537 2,155,000 1,374,291

Others 15,613 3,000 7,170

2,078,150 2,158,000 1,381,461

ExPENDITURE

General management and fundraising 127,709 152,000 111,371

Guatemala programme 462,726 494,000 371,235

Burundi programme 648,404 717,000 479,684

Intervention Strategy: Research 520,828 243,000 142,443

Intervention Strategy: Knowledge sharing 181,191 334,000 162,302

Intervention Strategy: Lobby 129,182 218,000 105,800

2,070,040 2,158,000 1,372,835

Result for the year 8,110   -   8,626

Appropriation of the result
General reserve 8,110   -   8,626

Total   -    -    -  

(in euros)




