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The beating up of unarmed detainees at Safi Detention Centre on Thursday, January 14, is a grave and worrying incident which is of serious concern to the Jesuit Refugee Service (Malta) together with all those who believe in the sacredness of human rights. Various eyewitnesses report that the immigrants were sitting on the floor peacefully, singing and clapping, when they were set upon violently by members of the riot squad of the Armed Forces equipped with truncheons, which were used on the immigrants. Some were seen to be bleeding and the fact that over 25 were admitted to hospital and 11 were kept there shows the degree of violence exercised. 

Safi detention centre came under fire in a report published in February 2004 and compiled by Alvaro Gil Robles, Commissioner for Human Rights of the Council of Europe, following an official visit to Malta in October 2003. Although the report heavily criticised the conditions in which immigrants are kept and also stated that no more than 200 individuals should be kept in this facility, little has changed, with over 400 being held within this detention centre today. The majority are under tents, exposed to the elements. The sanitation facilities leave much to be desired, with immigrants claiming they have to wash in completely cold water. 
Apart from the appalling conditions within the detention centre, detainees must also live with the insecurity created by the almost total lack of information about the proceedings for the determination of their application for protection. Once an asylum seeker’s initial application is rejected, “the only certainty is that they will remain in detention until they have been held in custody for a total of at least 18 months. This is a very long time, particularly if you have not done anything to deserve such treatment.”

JRS would like to stress the fact that despite the harsh and trying conditions that the detainees are kept in, from information it has received everything seems to confirm that the protest was peaceful.

JRS welcomes the government’s initiative to launch an inquiry. Violence is to be condemned, especially when it is gratuitous and unprovoked. If the allegations that this was the case are proven to be true, concrete action must be taken against the perpetrators. Malta has signed and ratified various human rights conventions including the European Convention against the Prevention of Torture and Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or Punishment (CPT) and the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. All measures must be taken to ensure that no individual’s fundamental rights are violated.
