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Lawyers’ Rights Watch Canada (LRWC) welcomes the UN Human Rights Council decision to 

hold a Special Session on 12 February 2021
1
 to address the human rights crisis in Myanmar after 

a military coup on 1 February 2021. The Council must take immediate and decisive action for 

increased monitoring of human rights violations and firm measures towards prevention of further 

violations. 
 

LRWC is gravely concerned that since the coup, at least 160 people have been arbitrarily 

arrested and detained.
2
 Some are reported to be in incommunicado detention without access to 

lawyers.
3
  

 

The unlawful seizure of power by the Myanmar military (Tatmadaw) was accompanied by a 

declaration of “state of emergency” that was based on the Tatmadaw’s unsubstantiated claim that 

the landslide victory of the ruling National League for Democracy (NLD) party in the 8 

November 2020 election was obtained by “fraud.”
4
 The Tatmadaw’s declaration of a “state of 

emergency” is in violation of international standards that are reflected in Myanmar’s 

Constitution.
5
 There was no “state of emergency” until the Tatmadaw itself created the current 
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crisis by means of a coup that has been deemed “outrageous and unlawful” by the Special 

Rapporteur on the situation of Myanmar (Special Rapporteur).
6
  

 

Ahead of the general election, the Tatmadaw itself was implicated in “persecuting opposition 

supporters, including journalists and student protestors…” and suppressing the votes of ethnic 

nationalities in Rakhine, Chin, Shan and Kachin States.
7
 Over a number of years, numerous 

investigations by UN experts and bodies
8
 have produced consistent and growing evidence of 

human rights violations by the Tatmadaw, including crimes against humanity
9
 against ethnic 

minorities in those states and genocide against the Rohingya.
10

  
 

After the 1 February 2021 coup, the Tatmadaw ordered that access to social media platforms be 

shut down. All internet access was shut down on 6-7 February 2021. Stable access to the internet 

remains precarious, as Telenor Myanmar, a Norwegian telecommunications corporation, has 

been complying with the Tatmadaw’s requests despite Telenor’s expressed concerns that the 

shutdowns are not in accordance with international human rights.
11

  
 

The Special Rapporteur stated on 6 February 2021 that the shutdown of internet access is “not 

only a violation of human rights but also extremely dangerous in the midst of a pandemic.”
12

 

Independent reports indicate that internet access has been “partially restored” as of 7 February 

2021.
13

 Access to social media platforms remains shut down.  
 

On 8 February 2021, amid widespread peaceful protests around the country, the Tatmadaw 

arrested peaceful protestors in several locations and used a water cannon against protestors in the 

capital city, Naypyidaw. The same day, the Tatmadaw declared curfews in several cities, along 

with bans against motorized processions and gatherings of more than five persons.
14 

 Given the 

Tatmadaw’s history of deadly violence against peaceful protestors in 1988,
15

 2007,
16

 2012 
17

and 
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2017,
18

 there is widespread public fear that the Tatmadaw will use force, including live fire, 

against peaceful protestors.  
 

The Tatmadaw’s coup violates Myanmar’s international law obligations 
 

The Tatmadaw’s unlawful coup is in violation of the international law obligations of Myanmar to 

uphold the Charter of the United Nations,
19

 which emphasises the purpose of the UN to promote 

and encourage “respect for human rights and for fundamental freedoms for all without 

distinction as to race, sex, language, or religion.”  
 

The Tatmadaw’s unlawful coup, its arbitrary shutdowns of social media and the internet, and 

bans on peaceful protest are in violation of fundamental rights and freedoms guaranteed by the 

Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR)
20

 and other international human rights 

standards. In its attempt to use a coup to thwart the results of the November 2020 election, the 

Tatmadaw has violated:  
 

 the right of citizens to take part in the government of their country through representatives 

freely chosen in genuine elections (UDHR Article 21); 

 the right to freedom of opinion, expression and information (UDHR Article 19);  

 the right to not be subjected to arbitrary arrest or detention (UDHR Article 9);  

 the right to freedom of peaceful assembly and association (UDHR Article 20); and  

 the right of persons charged with offences to a fair hearing by an independent and impartial 

tribunal (UDHR Article 10), including guarantees necessary for defence (UDHR Article 11). 

Preconditions to a fair trial includes the right of access to freely chosen legal representative.  
 

Urgent action to protect of human rights in Myanmar 

 

The 8 February 2021 decision of the UN Human Rights Council to hold an urgent special session 

to address the deepening human rights crisis in Myanmar is a necessary step and an opportunity 

for decisive action to protect human rights of all people in Myanmar. LRWC welcomes this 

response to the call of numerous non-governmental organizations (NGOs),
21

 the Special 

Rapporteur,
22

 and a number of States.
23
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LRWC calls on the Human Rights Council for enhanced measures to monitor and report on 

human rights violations and to prevent further human rights violations in Myanmar. LRWC 

urges the Tatmadaw to immediately issue visas and provide unfettered access to the Special 

Rapporteur and his team to monitor the situation of human rights in Myanmar in accordance with 

his mandate from the UN Human Rights Council.
24

  
 

LRWC welcomes the consensus statement of UN Security Council (UNSC) on 4 February 

2021,
25

 which called for the immediate release of all those detained and emphasized the need to 

“uphold democratic institutions and processes, refrain from violence and fully respect human 

rights, fundamental freedoms and the rule of law.”  LRWC joins the UNSC’s call for immediate 

restoration of internet access and social media services, and for “safe and unimpeded 

humanitarian access to all people in need.”  
 

LRWC joins the Special Rapporteur in urging the immediate restoration of all elected authorities, 

immediate release of all those detained during the coup, and full respect and protection of the 

right to freedoms of expression and assembly.
26

 In addition, LRWC calls for immediate 

protection of all human rights defenders and immediate access by all detained persons to lawyers 

of their choice. 
 

LRWC appreciates the Special Rapporteur’s call to all States for “strong and unequivocal 

condemnation and action” by the international community to denounce the military’s actions, 

ensure accountability of those responsible for Myanmar’s past human rights violations, and 

imposition of strong targeted sanctions and an arms embargo “until such time as democracy is 

restored.”   
 

 

 

Lawyers’ Rights Watch Canada (LRWC) is a committee of lawyers and human rights defenders 

who promote international human rights, the independence and security of human rights 

defenders (defenders), the integrity of legal systems, and the rule of law through advocacy, 

education and legal research. LRWC has Special Consultative Status with the Economic and 

Social Council of the United Nations (UN). 

 

 

Further information: 

Catherine Morris, LRWC Executive Director 

See www.lrwc.org. Write lrwc[at]lrwc.org 
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