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Bureau des Avocats Internationaux (BAI): Founded in 1995, BAI is a Haiti-based 
constitutional and human rights law office that advances the Haitian people’s struggle for justice 
and democracy. BAI has helped victims prosecute human rights cases, trained Haitian lawyers, 
and spoken out on justice issues. BAI works with its U.S.-based solidarity partner, the Institute 
for Justice and Democracy in Haiti, to advocate, litigate, build constituencies, and nurture 
networks to create systemic pathways to justice for marginalized Haitians and to hold 
international human rights violators accountable. 
 
Institute for Justice & Democracy in Haiti (IJDH): Founded in 2004, IJDH is a U.S.-based 
human rights non-profit organization that advances recognition of and accountability for human 
rights in Haiti in partnership with its Haiti-based sister organization, Bureau des Avocats 
Internationaux (BAI). IJDH and BAI bring together litigation, advocacy, training, and grassroots 
solidarity to tackle injustice and its root causes.  
 
Alternative Chance / Chans Altenativ: Founded in 1996, Alternative Chance (Chans Altenativ) 
is a self-help, peer counseling, reentry program for criminal deportees in Haiti that also 
advocates on behalf of their legal and human rights. 
 
Réseau National de Défense des Droits Humains (RNDDH) / National Human Rights 
Defense Network: The Réseau National de Défense des Droits Humains (RNDDH), a Haitian 
non-profit civil society organization, was created in 1982 under the name of the National 
Coalition for Haitian Refugees. The overall objective of RNDDH is to contribute to the 
emergence of the rule of law in Haiti, where all Haitians know their rights and duties, and where 
their rights and duties are respected by all. RNDDH is a member of the Platform of Haitian 
Organizations for Human Rights (POHDH), the Humanitarian Accountability Partnership (HAP) 
and the Assembly Against Corruption (ECC). It is also affiliated with the International 
Federation for Human Rights (FIDH), the Citizenship Program engaged in Haiti-PCEH.  
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Justice Sector Challenges in Haiti 
 

I. Executive Summary 

1. This report, submitted on behalf of the Bureau des Avocats Internationaux (BAI), the 
Institute for Justice & Democracy in Haiti (IJDH), Alternative Chance, and the Reseau National 
de Défense des Droits Humains (RNDDH), provides an overview of Haiti’s ongoing challenges in 
complying with its human rights obligations relating to judicial remedies and accountability. It 
focuses on chronic impunity and the lack of an independent justice sector, resulting in systematic 
violations of the rights to prompt and effective remedies, fair adjudication within the time frame 
allotted in the law, and to equal protection under the law, as guaranteed by, inter alia, the 
International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (CCPR),1 the Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights (UDHR),2 and the American Convention on Human Rights (ACHR).3 Under 
Haiti’s constitution, all such international treaty obligations are incorporated into domestic law 
and supersede any conflicting provisions.4 

2. Since Haiti’s last universal periodic review (UPR) in 2016, Haiti has regressed with respect 
to these obligations. Impunity for human rights abuses has deepened and is contributing to Haiti’s 
current state of catastrophic insecurity. The judiciary remains in a state of chronic dysfunction, 
including due to increased political interference, threats against judicial actors, lack of resources, 
and persistent failures to orient itself towards and make itself accessible to Haiti’s poorest and 
most vulnerable. Corruption is rampant and there are clear indications of the judiciary acting to 
vindicate political and other ends, rather than those of justice. Further, including as a consequence 
of these failures, Haiti most of Haiti’s prison population is being confined without process in 
pretrial detention, in conditions that are inhumane and often life-threatening. 

3. These challenges are taking place against an acute crisis for human rights and democracy 
in Haiti.5 No elections have been held since 20176 and the Haitian parliament was dissolved in 
January 2020 as the mandates of all but ten parliamentarians expired.7 President Jovenel Moïse 
was assassinated on July 7, further deepening the democratic and security crisis.8 Mr. Moïse’s 
mandate had been disputed since February 7, 2021.9 He had been governing by decree since the 
dissolution of Parliament and taking increasingly authoritarian actions.10 The results have been 
escalating protests and a political deadlock over the presidential mandate; elections – which most 
in Haiti’s society do not believe could have been credibly held under the Moïse administration11 
or in the aftermath of his assassination;12 and a proposed referendum on the constitution, which is 
expressly prohibited by the constitution currently in force.13 Haiti is also in a state of devastating 
insecurity,14 further exacerbated by the Moïse assassination.15 There have been at least 20 
massacres of civilians since Haiti’s last UPR review, with hundreds of resulting casualties and 
over 1.5 million directly affected by the crisis.16 Several of the massacres directly implicate state 
actors and may amount to crimes against humanity.17 Massive demonstrations have been held 
across the country in protest of ongoing human rights abuses and the conditions of Haiti’s political 
and human rights crisis.18 

II. Failures of Implementation: Significant Violations of Rights to Justice and 
Accountability 
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4. Haiti has faced serious and long-standing problems of impunity for human rights violations 
as well as weaknesses and dysfunction in its justice sector,19 all violations of its human rights 
obligations. These have become worse since the last UPR review, with conduct by the executive 
undermining judicial function and, in some cases, potentially amounting to crimes against 
humanity. Key observations in line with the expertise of the submitting organization are presented 
below; they are not intended to be exhaustive.  

A. Pervasive Impunity 

5. Chronic impunity, including for grave violations of human rights, has persisted in Haiti,20 
in violation of its obligations to provide prompt and effective remedies,21 and its acceptance of 
corresponding recommendations during the last UPR cycle.22 Individuals are unable to obtain 
remedies for violations of their rights and perpetrators are rarely brought to justice. The most recent 
report of the United Nations Integrated Office in Haiti (BINUH) emphasized that the Haitian 
government has exhibited a “chronic lack of commitment to effectively addressing underlying and 
structural human rights violations.”23 Accountability is particularly scarce with respect to alleged 
government misconduct, which may in some cases constitute crimes against humanity.24 Between 
July 2018 and May 2021, BINUH documented approximately 175 deaths, 375 injuries, and at least 
740 human rights violations at the hands of law enforcement officers, including during anti-
government protests.25 Even as reports of such abuses have increased, investigations and judicial 
action remain rare.26  

6. Such widespread impunity for human rights violations has had extensive consequences 
across Haitian society. Not only has it emboldened perpetrators and enabled further recent 
violence,27 impunity has also fostered pervasive public distrust in government institutions28 and 
exacerbated the dysfunction of the judiciary.29 Notable examples follow.  

a. Staggering atrocities and human rights abuses were committed under the Duvalier 
dictatorships from 1957 to 1986.30 In response to complaints by survivors against Jean-
Claude Duvalier for the systematic human rights violations committed under his regime, 
the Port-au-Prince Court of Appeals ruled in February of 2014 that crimes against 
humanity are not subject to prescription periods.31 However, proceedings stalled 
following the death of Duvalier in October 2014. No progress has been made in bringing 
to account the individuals responsible, including several who have been indicted for 
crimes against humanity already.32 The window to do so is closing as perpetrators age.  

b. Insecurity and violence directed at civilians have reached catastrophic proportions. Since 
November 2018, there have been at least 18 civilian massacres33 with a combined death 
toll of at least 515 and over 1.5 million people displaced or trapped in conflict zones.34 
There has been persistent reporting by local human rights organizations that the 
government of Haiti has failed to protect vulnerable communities,35 and to the contrary, 
has been complicit in some attacks and massacres that may amount to crimes against 
humanity,36 like the November 13, 2018 La Saline massacre. Police authorities never 
intervened to stop the attack.37 There is evidence that the massacre was politically 
motivated,38 and that at least two then-government officials, Fednel Monchery and 
Joseph Pierre Richard Duplan, planned it with then-police officer and gang leader Jimmy 
Chérizier, to whom they also supplied weapons, police vehicles, and uniforms.39 
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Chérizier and the two officials have been sanctioned by the U.S. government40 and 
denounced by the UN41 for their involvement. La Saline victims brought 74 formal 
complaints in April 2019 against these three and 95 others implicated in UN, police, and 
civil society reports.42 But only 16 arrests have been made43 – none involving the 
sanctioned three, in spite of an outstanding arrest warrant for Chérizier.44 Neither 
Chérizier nor any of the government officials implicated have been tried.45 
Administratively, one of the sanctioned officials resigned and the other was removed 
from his post, both only after months of sustained advocacy.46 Judicial proceedings have 
been stalled since July 2019 over a recusal request47 and there is little chance that the 
perpetrators will be held accountable in the near future, as the mandate of the 
investigating was not renewed in January 2021 and the case has not been reassigned.48 In 
a recent report, the Haitian Observatory for Crimes Against Humanity49 and the Harvard 
Law School International Human Rights Clinic analyzed the La Saline massacre along 
with two others to conclude that they likely amount to crimes against humanity 
implicating top government officials.50 In addition to violating rights to prompt and 
effective remedies,51 the continuing impunity for such massacres52 has been directly 
linked to fueling subsequent attacks and the current catastrophic levels of violence and 
insecurity.53 A ready illustration is that Chérizier has been identified as responsible for 
at least six subsequent attacks.54 It is also noteworthy that an emblematic step towards 
securing accountability for a civilian massacre in 1994 – the 2000 Raboteau massacre 
trial and convictions – has been largely dismantled in the intervening years.55 Indeed, an 
individual convicted in absentia for the massacre, Jean-Robert Gabriel, was appointed to 
a top position in Haiti’s recently reconstituted army, without any material public process 
or accounting.56 The government of Haiti recently asserted to the UN Human Rights 
Committee that it would “serve no purpose” to pursue accountability for the Raboteau 
massacre57 in spite of continued calls for justice by victims.58  

c. Impunity likewise persists for corruption.59 Transparency International listed Haiti as 
170th out of 180 on its 2020 corruption perception index due to lack of corresponding 
accountability.60 Allegations of extensive mismanagement and embezzlement of over $ 2 
billion USD from the PetroCaribe fund, a low-interest fuel loan program meant to finance 
socioeconomic development in Haiti, prompted national demonstrations for 
accountability that shut down Haiti for three months at their height.61 Multiple high-level 
government officials from recent administrations, including the late President Moïse, are 
implicated in the misuse of funds.62 Yet, there have been no material steps towards 
accountability.63 An investigation was initiated in March 2019; civil parties to the case 
requested the judge’s recusal due to his inaction, after which he ordered seven high-level 
officials to appear.64 Many complied only after several months’ delay.65 The prosecutor 
resigned due to political pressure from the Executive66 and the judge removed all 75 civil 
parties from the case.67 The only serious prosecution targeted the Sogener company. The 
prosecution is widely regarded as the “instrumentalization of the judiciary for political 
purposes” because the company’s leadership are supporters of the political opposition.68 
Following almost two years of inaction, the judge ordered a suspension of the 
investigation into the corruption in June 2021, sparking protests and condemnation across 
civil society.69  
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d. The August 2020 assassination of Monferrier Dorval, president of the Port-au-Prince Bar 
Association, constitutional scholar, and a prominent critic of the Moïse administration,70 
has drawn particular attention. The crime is widely seen as a political assassination,71 
including because the killing occurred just outside Dorval’s home close to the 
presidential residence. Notably, just hours before his death, Dorval had denounced 
government mismanagement, a series of decrees, the constitutional reform project, and 
the subordination of elections thereto in a radio interview.72 Dorval had also previously 
joined a statement denouncing more than two dozen presidential decrees73 and served as 
a lawyer for the defense on the political Sogener case.74 His murder thus raises added 
concerns regarding threats to judicial independence through intimidation and violence,75 
in addition to broader concerns with impunity. Other aspects of the case suggest the same: 
evidence was stolen from the crime scene despite it being secured by the police and from 
the courthouse a month later; 76 the investigating judge has been continually threatened 
and attacked;77 the investigation has been stopped due to failures to provide an armored 
car and the police’s disarmament of the judge’s security;78 and many witnesses have 
refused to appear, naming concerns of gang activity near the courthouse.79 As of June 
2021, four individuals, one with apparent ties to the Moïse administration, have been 
arrested.80 The prosecutor on the case refused to enforce judicial orders that eight 
witnesses, including the wife of Moïse, appear before the court and one witness has been 
heard.81 This has been the sole extent of progress towards accountability in the year since 
the assassination, in spite of persistent pressure from local civil society and international 
community alike.82  

B. Lack of Competent, Independent, and Effective Tribunals  

7.  Since the last UPR review, Haiti’s chronic lack of judicial independence, politicization, 
and dysfunction have become more pronounced. Haiti has also failed to implement several 
recommendations from the last UPR cycle that it supported.83 Examples follow. 

a. Interference with Judicial Independence 

8. Haiti’s constitution designates an independent body, the Superior Council on Judicial 
Power (CSPJ),84 to govern the administration and discipline of judges for the purpose of protecting 
judicial independence and integrity.85 However, even with the CSPJ, the judicial sector in Haiti 
both structurally and functionally lacks independence.86 The presidency has exercised its power 
over judicial appointments and renewals87 to select sympathetic candidates and exert pressure on 
sitting judges in politically sensitive cases.88 For example, Moïse recently ignored CSPJ 
recommendations for mandate renewals of three sitting judges involved in cases regarded as 
politically sensitive for his administration, as they relate to the La Saline massacre89 and the 
PetroCaribe corruption scandal.90 The Professional Association of Magistrates91 criticized Moïse’s 
act as interfering with the judiciary.92 The resulting judicial vacancies mean that no progress is 
being made in seeking accountability for the significant underlying crimes.93  

9. Similarly, in a decision widely regarded as political, Moïse unilaterally removed three 
justices of Haiti’s Cour de cassation (supreme court) in February 2021,94 in spite of constitutional 
provisions rendering justices irremovable absent a determination of abuse of authority by the 
Senate.95 The administration then appointed new justices outside of established constitutional 



 5 

rules.96 The supreme court refused to swear in the replacements.97 The Office of the High 
Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR) described Moïse’s actions as “attacks against judicial 
independence” that “have further eroded the separation of powers in Haiti.”98  

10. The political replacements took place alongside the administration’s arrest of 18 
individuals, including supreme court justice Yvickel Dabrésil, on allegations of plotting a coup.99 
The arrests are widely considered arbitrary100 and were later deemed improper by a Haitian 
court.101 The administration also fired judicial clerk Christophe Lespérance for participating in the 
habeas corpus hearing for justice Dabrésil.102 He was later reinstated following widespread 
protests.103  

11. Further, executive manipulation of judicial appointments has been resulting in vacancies 
that hamper effective judicial function. The Moïse administration has failed to renew the mandates 
of CSPJ-endorsed judges; the vacancies – which currently stand at 60 – impair courts’ ability to 
function.104 More mandates are due to expire in the coming months which will render vacant a 
total of 60 percent of all judicial seats.105 Haiti’s supreme court currently lacks quorum to hear 
certain types of cases, including on constitutionality.106 The court was similarly impaired between 
2015 and 2019.107 Three more mandates are due to expire in 2022, which would render the court 
non-functional if positions are not filled constitutionally.108 Both the supreme court and the CSPJ 
lacked leadership at the time of writing, due to the death of their president.109 And, on July 3, the 
CSPJ lost the quorum to function.110 

12. Other conduct by the Executive has further undermined judicial independence and the 
judiciary’s ability to function as an effective agent of accountability. For example, the Moïse 
administration restricted the authorities of the Superior Court of Accounts and Administrative 
Disputes111 (CSCCA) by decree in November 2020.112 The CSCCA, whose functions include 
government procurement oversight, had implicated multiple current and former government 
officials in the corrupt use of PetroCaribe funds.113 The changes weaken the CSCCA’s ability to 
serve as a check on executive action.114 According to its president, they also violate constitutional 
provisions regarding CSCCA’s authorities.115  

13. The administration has also shown a general disregard for judicial findings where the latter 
exercised its authorities to act as a check on executive power. With respect to the judicial 
replacements described above, the administration has to date ignored the rigorous demands from 
members of Haiti’s judiciary, OHCHR, and Human Rights Watch that the justices unlawfully 
removed be reinstated.116 Similarly, when the Moïse administration installed a provisional 
electoral council outside of the prescribed process, Haiti’s supreme court refused to swear them 
in.117 The administration has nevertheless persisted with its council, all over rigorous objections.118  

b. Threats Against Judicial Actors 

14. Judicial independence and function are being acutely eroded in Haiti by threats, violence, 
and harassment directed at judicial actors – including by Haitian state officials.119 Acts of 
intimidation and corresponding fears of retaliation interfere with the ability of judges to make 
impartial decisions and with the ability of counsel to advocate in sensitive cases.120 Witnesses have 
also faced threats.121 Examples include the assassination of Monferrier Dorval;122 death threats123 
issued against former justice Wendelle Coq Thélot, founding member of the National Association 
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of Haitian Magistrates and one of the justices unlawfully replaced by Moïse in February 2021, 
after she declined to swear in the provisional electoral council unlawfully installed by the 
administration;124 and the flight of Judge Dieunel Lumerant from Haiti after gunshots were fired 
into his home and vehicle in November 2018, while he was presiding over an arms-trafficking case 
implicating several former and current high ranking officials.125 Haiti’s Minister of Public Works 
appears to have attempted to intimidate126 the CSCCA in September 2020,127 shortly after the 
CSCCA released its final report on the PetroCaribe scandal128 and vetoed a government contract 
for failing to comply with applicable rules.129  

15. At minimum, the government is failing to adequately protect judicial actors and spaces, 
especially in light of the catastrophic insecurity currently gripping Haiti.130 Insufficient security 
measures have forced court closures131 and leave lawyers, judges, and other courthouse staff at 
risk or unable to advance their cases,132 especially in Port-au-Prince, where gangs operate in areas 
near courthouses.133 Staff and witnesses have been unable or unwilling to go to the courts, further 
impeding judicial function.134 Examples of killing, kidnapping, and other harms abound.135 The 
Port-au-Prince Court of Appeal insisted on relocating due to insecurity, but became paralyzed for 
several months because the Ministry of Justice prohibited prosecutors from trying cases in the new 
location, an inexcusable example of executive interference in the judiciary that prevented 40 cases 
from advancing. The trial court remains in a dangerous area in spite of staff pleas to move.136 

c. Indications of Political Targeting by the Judiciary 

16. Especially in light of the above, there are serious concerns regarding whether Haiti’s 
judiciary acts in the service of improper motives. In addition to the impunity of political actors for 
serious wrongdoing and human rights violations, there are also examples of the judiciary 
affirmatively using its powers for political ends by prosecuting or deciding cases based on political 
motives. The February 7, 2021 arrests,137 the controversial suspension of the PetroCaribe 
corruption investigation,138 and the related political prosecution of the Sogener Company139 
described above are salient examples.140 

17. There are also reports that politically sensitive cases or ones that implicate individuals close 
to power were assigned to judges with political ties.141 Similarly, certain cases were prioritized 
and proceeded quickly, while other cases were frozen or not properly investigated.142  

d. Under-Resourcing Impedes Effective Judicial Function 

18. Judicial function in Haiti is significantly impaired by inadequate resources. In addition to 
its audit and disciplinary roles, the CSPJ is responsible for judicial salaries and resources (such as 
vehicles necessary for investigations). In spite of these responsibilities, at the time of writing, the 
CSPJ’s funding was only 1.3 percent of the national budget.143 The Director of Judicial Inspection 
at the CSPJ has opined that “[t]he budget allocated . . . does not allow [the CSPJ] to cover its 
operating costs, ensure the maintenance of the courts and tribunals of the Republic and provide the 
Judicial Inspectorate with human and material resources enabling it to support the CSPJ in its 
mission to cleanse the justice system.”144 He went on to explain that the limited budget drives the 
widespread corruption of judges.145 It is also linked to the security deficiencies described above.146 
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19. Budgetary issues, including failures to pay the salaries of judges, clerks, and other judicial 
workers, have provoked frequent and extended strikes that cause long-term closures of courts.147 
Most recently, strikes have also served to protest unconstitutional actions by the Moïse 
administration and to demand better COVID-19 measures.148 Judges, clerks, prosecutors, or bar 
associations have been on strike for at least 28 out of the 56 months since Haiti’s last UPR.149 
There were more than seven months of strikes in 2020150 and over three months of strikes in 2021 
to date, with the judiciary largely at a standstill both years.151 Strikes and other judicial conflict 
with the Executive often leave both civil and criminal hearings largely suspended, sometimes even 
after a specific strike has ended, and impedes progress in investigating and otherwise processing 
victim complaints and other matters.152 They also exacerbate the shockingly high levels of pretrial 
detentions.153  

20. Buildings of courthouses across the country have insufficient or inadequate facilities or are 
damaged, leading to additional court closures and impeded or delayed proceedings.154 The 
judiciary has only about 200 vehicles, many of which are more than ten years old and require 
maintenance.155 In the south of the country, even when warrants are issued, there are no cars to 
execute them.156  

21. The insufficient resourcing of the judiciary contributes its susceptibility to corruption 
through bribery and political influence.157 Police commonly request bribes to investigate reports 
or to make arrests, and judges and clerks arbitrarily charge fees to begin proceedings, behaviors 
driven and enabled by low salaries and widespread impunity for corruption.158 Attorneys and 
defendants pay bribes to expedite their cases.159 Defendants who cannot afford bribes languish 
given large backlogs.160  

e. Weak Training and Limited Capacity Among Judicial Actors 

22. Some of the weaknesses and capacity gaps in judicial functions in Haiti are driven by 
insufficient resources, political interference, and other issues described above. In addition, poor 
training, weak administration, and inadequate procedures are an independent and compounding 
violation of Haiti’s human rights obligations161 that seriously impede the delivery of justice. 
Investigations and proceedings are often hindered by the failures of prosecutors and law 
enforcement to execute the orders of judges, including arrest warrants.162 Prosecutors claim to lose 
track of paperwork and files.163 There is a dearth of forensic and investigative skills (as well as 
corresponding storage facilities).164 Evidentiary theft is common,165 including in high profile cases 
like the Dorval assassination.166 Security personnel rarely maintained order during judicial 
proceedings, and oftentimes court reporters were not present.167 

23. There are also systematic failures to investigate and prosecute certain types of allegations, 
like excessive use of force by law enforcement officials168 and gender-based violence.169 BINUH 
reported that in one jurisdiction, only 36 percent of complaints of gender-based violence in 2020 
had been assigned to an investigating judge and none had gone to trial.170 Similar dynamics could 
be found across the country171 and for other marginalized groups.172 This suggests that there are 
persistent biases against supporting certain types of victims or pursuing investigations against 
particular types of actors. 
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24. Better training and implementation protocols are needed to ensure fair and effective 
delivery of justice for all Haitians.173 Related recommendations from Haiti’s last UPR appear not 
to have been met.174 

f. Failure of Haiti’s Judiciary to Orient Itself Towards Serving Haiti’s Poor 
and Marginalized Communities 

25. Haiti’s judicial system both structurally and practically denies access to justice to the 
majority of Haitians, and especially to those who are poor or reside in rural areas.175 Widespread 
corruption is just one cause.176 Rules and fees are also often structured in a way that impedes 
meaningful recourse. For example, Haitian law requires victims of crimes who are awarded 
damages to pay an advance fee to the courts in order to attempt to collect their awarded restitution 
from the defendants. This can act to preclude victims without means from receiving their just 
remedy. 

26. Most Haitians cannot afford an attorney or court fees,177 and are further excluded by the 
common practice of bribes.178 Legal aid offices were established with UN support to provide free 
legal assistance to those in pre-trial detention,179 but they have done little to meet the immense 
needs. In 2018, a law mandating legal assistance was enacted,180 but the slow establishment of the 
National Legal Assistance Council delayed execution. The Council was finally formed in May 
2021181 and two legal aid offices under the 2018 law opened in June.182 In practice, however, 
access to legal aid remains highly limited and few indigent individuals receive assistance.183  

27. Almost half of all Haitians live in rural areas that are far from courts, and thus face 
additional challenges to accessing justice.184 Courts of first instance and appellate courts are 
generally only located in major cities185 and public officials fail to invest in rural communities.186 
Although justices of the peace are located in each municipality, they can only hear limited types 
of cases and tend to be especially under-resourced.187 The lack of safe and affordable transportation 
prevents rural Haitians from travelling to major cities to reach courthouses, further exacerbating 
accessibility challenges.188 Insecurity, which the government has failed to control, acts as a further 
barrier. 

28. Finally, information about human rights is poorly disseminated to the Haitian public.189 
French is the language of judicial proceedings and formal documents, even though most Haitians 
do not speak it, raising the possibility of discriminatory intent. There is a general failure to 
accommodate illiterate or Creole-speaking Haitians, further hindering their ability to know and 
advocate for their rights.190 Further, even when individuals know of their rights, the above-
described challenges and patterns of mistreatment by the justice system discourage victims from 
pursuing justice.191 

C. Escalating Pretrial Detention and Poor Prison Conditions 

29. Haiti’s prison conditions remain inhumane and deadly, and its pretrial prisoner population 
has continued to balloon as Haiti fails to timely process accused individuals, including due to some 
of the dysfunction and corruption described above. These are blatant violations of Haiti’s 
obligations to ensure speedy proceedings and minimum prison standards,192 which persist in spite 
of convening dozens of costly meetings and commissions.  
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30. Haiti remains noncompliant with the 2008 Inter-American Court of Human Rights 
(IACtHR) judgment in Yvon Neptune v. Haiti, which required Haiti to bring its prisons into 
compliance with international minimum standards by 2010.193 Haiti’s Constitution and laws 
further mandate an initial hearing within 48 hours of a detainee’s arrest and establishes the right 
to free counsel throughout prosecution for indigent persons.194 Despite these provisions and the 
IACtHR’s judgment, Haiti’s pretrial detention scheme is still cited as one of the worst in the world 
and is fundamentally fueling its prison system failure.195  

31. As described in Section III.B, Haiti’s justice system is dysfunctional and has particularly 
deteriorated with respect to processing pretrial cases in a timely manner, if at all. As of May 2021, 
Haiti’s prison population was approximately 11,580. Only 2,071 of the prisoners had been 
sentenced; the pretrial detention rate is thus a shocking 82.12 percent.196 Judicial closures and 
dysfunction described above are partly responsible, as the likelihood of judicial hearings is low. 
The government is taking no meaningful action to remedy the situation. Indeed, Haiti’s Office for 
the Protection of Citizens (OPC)197 whose mandate is to protect individuals against abuses by the 
government198 has acknowledged the government’s fault to the Human Rights Council,199 
concluding that excessive pretrial detention “is largely the result of laxity and nonchalance on the 
part of the magistrates, added to the phenomenon of an institutionalized system of corruption, not 
to mention the lack of a real mechanism of control and judicial oversight.” Exacerbating the 
overcrowding and judicial backlog, police often round up large numbers of people and dump them 
in the National Penitentiary or leave them to languish in makeshift, unofficial detention centers.200 
In some cases, detainees are never formally processed and remain in limbo, often with their 
families not informed of their whereabouts. As of May 31, 2021, Haiti’s prisons had reached an 
occupancy rate of 339 percent.201 Given the deadly conditions in Haiti’s prisons and detention 
centers described below, Haiti’s failures to respect its human rights obligations towards detained 
persons202 are particularly egregious.  

32. The OPC has acknowledged that “[t]he conditions of detention are alarming and do not 
respect the UN minimum rules for the treatment of detainees. These conditions are treated as cruel, 
inhuman and degrading treatment, leading in some prisoners to blindness, paralysis and psychiatric 
or psychic disorders.”203 This 2018 statement followed a year in which approximately 100 
prisoners in Haiti died from malnutrition-related ailments, followed by a tuberculosis epidemic in 
the National Penitentiary.204 In May 2021, health care workers at the Penitentiary once again 
observed many emaciated prisoners and a rising mortality rate.205  

33. In addition to food, prisoners are also denied basic medical care. Doctors employed by the 
prison authority are often absent from work and lack necessary medications, including for long-
term serious conditions like diabetes. Doctors thus prescribe medications that must be filled at 
outside pharmacies, which most detainees cannot afford or do not have family nearby to help fill. 
Detainees who are seriously ill often cannot be transferred to hospitals because the latter will not 
accept them or the detention facility lacks available vehicles.  

34. Haitians deported to Haiti from the U.S. due to criminal convictions face particular health-
related lapses in human rights protections. Approximately one-fourth have chronic medical or 
mental health conditions and are deported with a limited supply of medicines provided by the U.S. 
Haiti routinely withholds deportees’ medical files it receives from the U.S. and recently, while 
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quarantining arriving deportees for COVID-19, withheld medications provided for two persons 
with serious pre-existing conditions who were also recovering from COVID-19.206 

35. Haiti also fails to keep detainees safe. From a series of gun battles inside Haiti’s prisons 
over the last few years, it is clear that prisoners often have weapons, as well as assistance from 
gangs and correction officers. Prisons often suffer shortages of correction officers on duty or at 
their post.207 These elements put both prisoners and other staff in danger as there is already very 
limited surveillance of the prisons and their surroundings.208 Women are detained near men 
without adequate security; at least nine women and a 15-year-old girl, most in pretrial detention, 
were gang-raped during a prison mutiny in November of 2019.209 

36. In addition to the above-described poor conditions there are reports of serious abuse 
directed at detainees, including allegations of cruel, inhuman, and degrading treatment in prisons 
and makeshift detention centers.210 Correction officers use excessive and sometimes deadly force 
in responding to attempted prison escapes,211 maintaining order, and silencing complaints.212  

37. Unsurprisingly, complaints are few, and impunity is pervasive. The UN’s June 2021 report 
on Haiti’s prisons213 found that prisoners cannot meaningfully exercise their right to file 
complaints, including because of fear of reprisals and skepticism that doing so will bring change. 
As a result, detainees have few means of challenging life-threatening conditions or mistreatment, 
some of which may amount to torture or cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment.214 
Related government policies contribute to reinforcing the de facto impunity for any violations 
suffered. Indeed, the UN report found that, “the majority of the existing internal and external 
oversight mechanisms are only partially functional.”215  

III. Recommendations 

The Government of Haiti should: 

1) Take necessary measures, including by allocating resources and holding trainings, to 
enable the judicial system to timely pursue accountability and confront impunity. This 
must include accountability for past and ongoing human rights abuses, including 
corruption and other matters where the government itself is alleged to be complicit. 

2) Rigorously and urgently investigate and prosecute human rights violations, including 
recent civilian massacres, which may rise to the level of crimes against humanity, as 
well as the PetroCaribe corruption scandal and the assassinations of President Moïse 
and Monferrier Dorval. Take appropriate measures to protect civilians from ongoing 
insecurity. 

3) Implement rigorous measures, including training of law enforcement and members of 
the judiciary, to ensure the investigation and prosecution of all matters brought before 
the judiciary, paying particular attention to matters brought by vulnerable or 
marginalized individuals; allegations of state misconduct or excessive use of force by 
police; and violence directed against human rights defenders. 

4) Review and revise judicial rules and practices with a view to making judicial 
proceedings more accessible to all Haitians, including by removing or waiving fees, 
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simplifying rules, and ensuring that all judicial proceedings and documents are 
accessible in Creole.  

5) Increase access to justice in rural communities, including by opening additional local 
courthouses, providing transportation, and exploring innovative mechanisms like 
mobile courts and community paralegals.  

6) Ensure that all individuals who cannot afford a lawyer are provided free legal 
assistance. 

7) Comply with all judgements issued against Haiti by international courts. 

8) Ratify the Rome Statute.  

9) Ensure that the CSPJ is equipped to fulfil its mandate of protecting the independence 
of the judiciary by appointing its next council without delay and otherwise 
strengthening its mandate and independence.  

10) Ensure the independence of judges and magistrates from the Executive; promptly 
investigate and address, prosecuting where appropriate, allegations of political 
pressure on judicial actors at all levels.  

11) Rescind the November 6, 2020 decree restricting CSCCA powers.216 

12) Condemn and investigate all acts of intimidation and violence directed at members of 
the judiciary and the legal profession, especially where they are linked to public 
officials. Prosecute those responsible. 

13) Ensure that judicial vacancies are promptly filled and mandates are renewed in 
conformity with legal requirements and corresponding CSPJ assessments. Reinstate 
the three supreme court justices illegally removed in February 2021.  

14) Promptly investigate and prosecute allegations of judicial corruption, including 
improper fees and bribes, or inappropriate political targeting by the judiciary. Address 
any resource constraints that drive the imposition of unlawful fees. 

15) Ensure judicial actors are adequately paid, resourced, and kept secure by increasing 
judicial budgets, including that of the CSPJ.  

16) Improve the public dissemination of rights and improve public trust in the judiciary 
by promptly addressing instances of mistreatment by the justice sector. 

17) Urgently address the large number of Haitians being held in pretrial detention without 
a hearing by holding expedited proceedings and reducing unnecessary incarcerations. 

18) Detain women and children prisoners in separate areas at a sufficient distance from 
male prisoners and implement meaningful other safeguards. Women prisoners should 
be overseen by women correction officers. 
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19) Create a safe and effective process for prisoners to make human rights complaints.  

20) Ensure that all detainees, regardless of detention facility, are provided with two meals 
per day that meet UN standards on nutrition. 

21) Train all correction officers and prison staff on compliance with human rights 
standards and provide accompanying resources. Meet the benchmarks set by the UN 
Mission for Justice Support in Haiti (MINUJUSTH)217 and implement the 
recommendations of the UN’s June 2021 report on Haitian prison conditions.218  
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