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Death of Nigerian asylum-seeker, Semira Adamu:
Amnesty | nternational expresses concern to Belgium authorities

Amnesty International today addressed the Belgium authorities expressing concern about the death of
Semira Adamu, a 20-year old Nigerian asylum-seeker, who died on the evening of 22 September during
an attempt to forcibly deport her from Brussels-Nationa airport.

In its letter to the Minister of Interior, Amnesty International:

C welcomed the prompt opening of ajudicia inquiry as well as reports that the two gendarmes
involved in the deportation operation have been placed under formal investigation in connection
with a possible crime of mandaughter.

C caled for the government's cooperation in providing a copy of the video of the deportation
operation and of the final autopsy report, when available. The organization aso caled for
information about the eventua outcome of the judicial investigation into the circumstances and
cause of Semira Adamu's collapse and death, and of any further crimina or disciplinary
proceedings arising from it.

C expressed concern a allegations that the mouth of the deportee was covered by a cushion, thus
restricting her breathing. The organization a so expressed concern at statements attributed to the
Ministry of the Interior indicating that during the first eight months of thisyear thistechnique was
used 12 times to subdue individuas resisting deportation.

C urged the government to conduct a full and impartial investigation into a number of other cases
of aleged ill-treatment by gendarmes during forcible expulsions, together with a full review of
restraint techniques to subdue recalcitrant deportees and of the training of officers required to
deal with such deportees. It urged the authorities to make these findings public.
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For further information pleaserefer to the letter attached (ref: EUR 14/98.08)



Ref.: TG EUR 14/98.08
Monsieur Louis TOBBACK
Vice Premier Ministre

et Minigtre de 'l ntérieur
Ministére de I'l ntérieur
Rue Royae 60-62
1000 BRUXELLES
Bdgium
25 September 1998

Dear Miniger,

We arewriting in connection with the deeth of Semira Adamu, a20-year-old Nigerian woman,
on the evening of 22 September 1998, and her treatment by gendarmes during an attempt to forcibly
deport her from Brussals-Nationa airport earlier that day.

Amnesty International understandsthat Semira Adamu arrived a Brussels-Nationd airport on
aflight from Togo in March 1998 and sought asylum on the stated groundsthat she feared being forced
into a polygamous marriage with a man over 40 years her senior in her home country of Nigeria We
understand further that, following the rgjection of her asylum gpplication and exhaustion of the appedls
procedure, there were five unsuccessful attempts to expel her from Belgium before the sixth atempt
which took place on 22 September.

Accordingtothereportswhich havereached Amnesty Internationd , onthemorning of 22 September
Semira Adamu was taken by van from Steenokkerzed Detention Centre 127-bis for Aliens, in the
proximity of the airport, where she had been held since her March arriva, to a Sabena airlines plane
scheduled to fly to Togo a around 10am. She was apparently escorted by some 11 gendarmes, three
of whom accompanied her insdethe plane: shewas seated between two of them while thethird video-
taped the proceedings, apparently according to a standard practice in cases of forcible deportation
whererecacitranceisanticipated, in order -inter alia - to provide evidenceinthe event of acomplaint
of ill-trestment being made againg  accompanying gendarmes.  There have been dlegations that the
gendarmes pressed apillow against Semira Adamu'sface and subjected her to blowsand verba abuse.
According to statements made after her death and attributed to you by the press, Semira Adamu was
handcuffed and shackled during the deportation operation. In addition, for a "certain”, unspecified,



length of time ("un certain temps") while she was seated ingde the plane, gendarmes used the so-
caled ‘cushion techniqué, pressng a smdl cushion againgt her mouth to prevent her biting them and
shouting: she afterwards lost consciousness and medica assstance was sought immediately.

We understand that shewas admitted to St Luc Hospital, Brussels, at around noon, that the emergency
savicesinitidly diagnosed a cerebral haemorrhage and cardiac arrest and that she was pronounced
dead at gpproximately 9.30pm.

Amnesty Internationa welcomed the news of theimmediate opening of ajudicid investigetion
by the Brussdls Public Prosecutor's Office into the circumstances and cause of Semira Adamu's
collapse and desth, as well as reports that the investigating magistrate assigned to the case proceeded
promptly to the questioning of the gendarmes involved in the deportation operation and of fellow
passengers on the Sabena flight to Togo and confiscated the gendarmes video of the deportation
operation. We aso welcomed the newsthat an autopsy was begun on 24 September to try to establish
the exact cause of death and, therefore, any direct link between her treetment by the gendarmes and
her death. We note that the results are not expected to be published for up to two months to dlow
further examination of the brain and further forensic tests.

We understand that on 23 September the judge of ingtruction placed two of the gendarmes
who accompanied Semira Adamu onto the plane, under forma investigation in connection with a
possible crime of mandaughter Coups et blessures volontaires ayant entrainé la mort sans
intention de la donner). We aso note that on 24 September the president of the Nationa Union of
Gendarmes stated that in January 1998 one of the gendarmes had been disciplined for kicking a
Zarean nationa, bound hand and foot, during a forced deportation. The officer was apparently
sanctioned to one month's sugpension from service and aone month cut in hissalary. We have noted
your public satement last night in which you acknowledged thet the gendarmeriewas at faultin dlowing
the officer in quedtion to continue to serve in a divison responsble for carrying out forcible
deportations.

Amnesty Internationa urgesthat in their investigations the authorities pay specid heed to the
principles established in internationa human rights insruments regarding the use of force by law
enforcement officids. These include Principle 4 of the UN Basic Principles on the Use of Force and
Firearms by Law Enforcement Officid swhich stipulatesthat: "Law enforcement officidsin carrying out
ther duty, shdl, as far as possble, gpply non-violent means before resorting to the use of force..."
Principle 5 gates that: "Whenever the lawful use of force ... is unavoidable, law enforcement officids
dhdl ... exerciseredraint in such useand ... [shdl] minimize damage and injury”. Findly, the UN Code
of Conduct for Law Enforcement Officid sstipulates(in Article 3) that: "Law Enforcement Officidsmay
use force only when gtrictly necessary and to the extent required for the performance of their duty”.

We would be grateful for your government's cooperation in providing us with a copy of the
video of the deportation operation and of the find autopsy report, when available, and for further
cooperation in informing us of the eventud outcome of the judicid investigation and of any further
crimind or disciplinary proceedings arising fromit.

TheBée gian Government isresponsi blefor ensuring that deportationsarecarried out - inaccordance



with international standards - in a manner which respects the human rights of the individua being
deported. Amnesty Internationd is particularly concerned at alegationsthat the mouth of the deportee
was covered by acushion, thusrestricting her breathing. 1tisfurther concerned by statementsattributed
to the Minigtry of the Interior indicating that during the first eight months of thisyear thistechnique was
used 12 times to subdue individuas ressting deportation.

It isrelevant to note that the Council of Europe's Committeefor the Prevention of Torture and
Inhuman or Degrading Trestment or Punishment (CPT), in its 7th Generd Report, published in 1997,
"recognizesthat it will often be adifficult task to enforce an expulson order in respect of
aforeign nationa who is determined to stay on a State's territory. Law enforcement officids may on
occasion haveto use force in order to affect sucharemova. However, the force used should be no
morethan isreasonably necessary. Itwould, in particular, beentirely unacceptablefor aperson subject
to an expulsion order to be physicaly assaulted asaform of persuasion to board a means of transport
or asapunishment for not having done so. Further, the committee must emphasizethat to gag aperson
isahighly dangerous measure'.

Amnesty I nternationd isnatin possessonof theguiddinesand directivesgoverningthedrcumstances
in which the 'cushion technique may be used by Belgian gendarmes nor of the ingructions on its
goplicationin practice. However, in principle, Amnesty International would recommend that any mouth
restriction should only be used in extreme circumstances and under medica supervision.

It has been reported that directives on the use of the ‘cushion technique' indicate that a small
cushion should be gpplied to the mouth for the purpose of preventing the individua from shouting or
biting accompanying gendarmes and that officers must ensurethat the noseisnot covered. Wewould
be grateful to receive copies of the directives and ingtructions on the use of the 'cushion technique and
on other authorized methods of restraint during forcible deportationsfrom Belgium. Wewould dso be
grateful for details of the training which gendarmes attached to the airport divison receive in the use of
the "cushion technique and other methods of restraint. We understand that the judge of ingtruction in
charge of the current inquiry into the desth of Semira Adamu confiscated from the gendarmeriedivison
attached to Brussals-Nationd airport atraining video on restraint methods during forcible deportations.
We would be most interested in receiving a copy of this video.

It hasbeenreportedthetinpreviousyearstheMinistry of thel nterior commissoneda multi-disaiplinery
team to study the use and potentia risks of the 'cushion technique’ and gpproved it as a safe method
of restraint. We would be grateful, therefore, to recelve information about any tests conducted or
commissioned into potentia dangers associated with the 'cushion technique.

Wewould aso liketo beinformed asto whether detaineeswho are dueto beforcibly deported
are subject to amedicd examination prior to deportation and, if S0, to be informed which authority
carries out the examination and whether the authority which carries out such an examination isin
possession of dl the available information on the detaineg's previous medicd history.

Amnesty Internationd is aso concerned by a number of recent cases of dleged ill-trestment
during forcible deportation which have been publicized over the last week by domestic non-
governmental organizations, including the Ligue Belge des Droits de I'Homme and by the Belgian
media Our concern about the dlegationsisexacerbated in the light of the findings of the CPT following



its periodic vidt to places of detention in Belgium, including Detention Centre 127-bis, in September
1997.

Asyou will be aware, in the CPT's report on its visit, published in June 1998, the CPT said it
had recelved dlegations of physicd ill-treatment - such as blows and excessve recourse to physica
means of restraint - concerning foreigners being forcibly expelled from the country: the mgority
concerned foreigners being escorted onto aeroplanes at Brussels-Nationa airport by gendarmerie
officers. The Committee cited the example of aman it had interviewed in aholding centrefor foreigners
who dleged that, because he refused to get on aplane, gendarmes had kicked him and beaten himwith
a baton, while his ankles were bound together with velcro grips and his arms were smilarly bound
together behind his back. Another foreign detainee dleged that during a forcible expulsion operation
hisanklesand armshad a so been bound together with wide vel cro stripswhile hiswrists, bound behind
his back, were aso tightly secured with plastic handcuffs. He said that, after refusing to get on aplane,
he had been put in acell a Brussals-Nationd airport and kicked and punched on the neck and back.
Both men had sustained injuries which supported their dlegations.

As you will dso be awvare, the CPT emphasized that it was totally unacceptable for people
subject to expulsion orders to be physically attacked in order to forcethem onto transport or in order
to punish them for not complying. It underlined that the force employed should be limited to the
minimum amount of restraint necessary to reach the required objective.

We have noted that on 24 September, following a request from Sabena airlines, the Belgian
Government announced the indefinite sugpension of dl forcible deportations in order to evaduate the
gtuation.

Inthelight of the desth of Semira Adamu, the alegations that gendarmes have used excessive
force during anumber of recent forcible expulsions, and the findings of the CPT, we would be grateful
to beinformed of any steps envisaged by the government to conduct afull and impartid investigation
into aleged ill-trestment by gendarmes during forcible expulsions, together with afull review of restraint
techniques to subdue reca citrant deportees and of the training of officers required to ded with such
deportees.

If no such stepsare envisaged then we urge the Bel gian Government to open such investigations
and reviews immediately and to make the findings public.

A copy of thisletter isbeing sent to the Minigter of Judtice, for hisinformetion.

Y ours Sncerely,

Pierre Sané
Secretary Genera



