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I. Introduction
     [1] Country conditions profiles are produced by the Department of State’s Office of Asylum Affairs for use by the Executive Office of Immigration Review and the Immigration and Naturalization Service in assessing asylum claims.a [FTN 1] They are written by State Department officers with expertise in the relevant area and are circulated for comment within the Department, including to overseas missions, and to other agencies if appropriate.b In addition to this profile, adjudicators may wish to refer to the annual Country Reports on Human Rights Practices or other publicly available information on country conditions. c
Overview of Recent Developments

     A. Elections
     [2] From independence in 1960 until 1990, President Felix Houphouet-Boigny and his Democratic Party of Cote d’Ivoire (PDCI), then the oly legal political party, governed the Republic of Cote d’Ivoire.a The PDCI maintained this political dominance following multiparty presidential and legislative elections in 1990.b On Houphouet’s death in 1993, National Assembly President Henri Konan Bedie became President by constitutional succession, and severed out the remainder of Houphouet’s term, which ended in October 1995.c Due to Concerns with the electoral code and voter 
_____________________________________

[FTN 1] By regulation, the Department of State may provide information on country conditions to help adjudicators assess the accuracy of asylum applicants’ assertions about country conditions and their own experiences; likely treatment were the applicants to return; whether persons similarly situated are known to be persecuted; whether grounds for denial are known to exist; and other information relevant to determining the status of a refugee under the grounds specified in section 101(a)(42) of the Immigration Act.

registration, the major opposition parties boycotted the October 1995 presidential election and tried to interfere with the voting process.d Opposition forces staged an `active boycott’ of the presidential elections, including blocking polling places and preventing delivery of election materials.e About 450 persons were arrested.f In the end, only the ruling PDCI and a single small opposition party, the Ivorian Workers Party (PIT), fielded candidates in the 1995 presidential election.g As a result, President Bedie won 96 percent of the vote. Nevertheless, the major political parties then reached an accord with Bedie allowing for full party participation in the November 1995 legislative elections.h During the legislative elections, international and domestic observers noted that the voting took place in a generally calm manner, that voters were knowledgeable about the choice of candidates and that the presence of party representatives throughout the voting process served to increase public confidence.i Observers and opposition parties, however, still noted concerns with the accuracy of electoral lists and the distribution of voter cards as well as with delays in implementation of a court-ordered system of registering new voters that reduced voting opportunities for some eligible voters. j
     [3] By the time Cote d’Ivoire conducted its second round of multiparty national elections in 1995 – 1996, more than eighty opposition political parties were registered.a The two largest were the Ivorian Popular Front (FPI) and the Rally of Republicans (RDR).b In the 1995 – 1996 elections, more than 37 percent of Ivorian voters supported opposition candidates, voting FPI and RDR deputies into the National Assembly and FPI and RDR mayors to head town councils.c The FPI and RDR parties had opened local headquarters in most large Ivorian cities and towns, and FPI and RDR members also sat on the National Supervisory Electoral Commission.d On December 29, 1996, when by-elections took place for eight National Assembly and four mayoral positions to fill vacancies caused in part by ethnic rivalry and other disturbances in one region during the previous year’s elections, the FPI won five of the eight legislative seats and one of the four mayoralities.e The by-elections took place in calm conditions and were observed by neutral local election observers, who found no major irregularities. f
     B. Human Rights Situation
     [4] Despite the peaceful constitutional succession in December 1993 and the multiparty elections in 1995 – 1996, human rights abuses have occurred.a Members of the security forces have carried out extrajudicial killings of criminal suspects, and they have sometimes beaten and abused detainees, as well as used lethal force to disperse protestors.b The government has also used arbitrary arrest and detention and failed to bring to justice perpetrators of these abuses.c The judiciary does not ensure due process and is subject to executive branch influence.d Prolonged detention is a problem. e
     [5] The government has restricted freedom of assembly.a Groups wish to hold demonstrations or rallies are required to submit a notice of their intent to do so to the Ministry of Security or Interior 48 hours before the proposed event and the government has sometimes denied the opposition permission to meet in public outdoor locations.b Police have arrested and beaten demonstrators participating in opposition marches and sit-ins, sometimes using tear gas.c The government has also placed severe restrictions on press freedom and imprisoned journalists for breaking the law which makes it a crime to offend the President and certain other personages or to defame institutions of the state. d
III. Claims and Relevant Country Conditions 

     A. Claims Based on Political Opinion
         1. Political Parties and Demonstrators
     [6] Most of the asylum claims from Ivorians claim persecution for their participation in political opposition to former President Houphouet-Boigny or current President Konan Bedie and their political party, the PDCI, that continues to dominate the Ivorian political scene.a These claims sometimes refer to February 18, 1993 which a march organized by opposition parties and human rights advocates deteriorate into a riot, resulting in police arrest of at least 146 supporters of various opposition parties.b Some were released after several days, 52 were held longer, and 59 (of whom only 26 admitted participating in the march) were eventually convicted of having been responsible under Cote d’Ivoire’s anti-vandalism law for damage caused by the demonstration/riot.c Those convicted were given prison sentences of one to two years.d In July 1992, however, then President Houphouet-Boigny issued a general amnesty covering all infractions of a political nature since the introduction of the multiparty system in 1990.e Asylum claimants often do not refer to this amnesty but it accounted for the release of: (a) the 59 organizers and demonstrators convicted in connection with the February 18 demonstration/riot, (b) approximately 100 students convicted (among several hundred initially arrested) in connection with a serios of demonstrations in early February;f (c) two opposition members of the National Assembly (including prominent FPI leader Laurent Gbagbo) convicted in connection with the events of February 18;g as well as (d) five Ivorian journalists convicted under Cote d’Ivore’s press law forbidding attacks on the country’s highest officials. h
     [7] Not withstanding subsequent political demonstrations, sometimes accompanied by violence, and the associated arrests, convictions and subsequent government pardons of opposition figures, the development of an active political opposition to the current government of Cote d’Ivoire is a well developed feature of the Ivorian political scene which no one expects to disappear.a In addition to the 80 some political opposition parties that have emerged over the last seven years, numerous new independent organizations such as trade unions, NGO’s rural cooperatives and human rights organizations have been founded in Cote d’Ivoire.b The two major political opposition parties – the FPI and the RPR – are particularly active.c In addition to sitting in the National Assembly and on town councils, they hold seminars and rallies (including some in large soccer stadiums) and criticize the government through the press. d
     [8] In our view, it is unlikely that asylum claimants who say they fear returning to Cote d’Ivoire because of their alleged support for the FPI or RDR, or any of the smaller opposition parties, will be targeted for mistreatment upon their return simply because of their participation in or other support for one of these opposition parties.a In addition, we believe that past participation in political demonstrations and arrests in connection with those demonstrations are unlikely at this point to trigger reprisals by the government of Cote d’Ivoire.b For example, FPI leader Laurent Gbagbo and his spouse continue to live in Abidjan and express their political views opposing the government. c
     [9] In addition to the five journalists arrested, convicted and pardoned in 1992, there have been other cases of journalists running afoul of Cote d’Ivoire’s press restrictions: (a) In February 1994, a court sentenced a newspaper publisher to one year in prison for publishing an article which unflatteringly compared President Bedie to his predecessor, but in July 1994 Bedie pardoned the publisher.a (b) In March 1994, courts sentenced five opposition journalists to one year in prison and imposed a fine for printing an article based on a report in a foreign publication which suggested President Bedie had asked the French government to finance his predecessor’s funeral, but the journalists were never incarcerated.b (c) In May 1994, courts sentenced an editor of a weekly newspaper to one year in prison for defamation when he suggested a high-ranking government official was implicated in a murder, but the government pardoned the editor in December 1994.c (d) In one highly publicized case in June 1995 police beat opposition leader Abou Drahamane Sangare, the director of a press group, in the office of the Minister of Security after his publication of a satirical article.d In December 1995, Sangare was tried and convicted under the country’s strict press code, although President Bedie pardoned him a year later. e
     [10] More recently, in 1996, the editor of a daily paper was arrested after publication of an article alleging an abuse of power by a public prosecutor.a The editor was charged with possession of a controlled government document, but was later released: Three opposition party journalists were convicted and sent to prison in 1996 for insulting the President by attributing the poor performance of an Ivorian soccer team to his presence at an international match.b At year-end they were pardoned and released along with press director Abou Drahamane Sangare.c The unrestricted circulation in 1996 of a political expose dealing harshly with abuses of power by the former president, however, suggested the government might be considering a slightly more tolerant attitude toward journalistic freedom. d
     [11] These periodic confrontations between the government and journalists in Cote d’Ivoire can be expected to continue until the relevant legislation is amended, but they do not form the basis of any recent asylum claims that have come to our attention.a The government continues to own both television networks and the major radio station in Cote d’Ivoire, which promote the policies of the government.b There are, however, four non-governmental radio stations and a private television subscription service which have control over their own editorial content although they are subject to self-censorship because of the legal restrictions against attacks on the highest officials and the dignity of the state.c As of August 1997, to our knowledge, there were no journalists in detention in Cote d’Ivoire. d
          3. Students and Demonstrations
     [12] Many asylum applicants from Cote d’Ivoire refer to their participation in student unions and student demonstrations against the government in order to bolster their claim that they fear persecution upon returning to Cote d’Ivoire.a We expect that there will continue to be periodic student-government confrontations in Cote d’Ivoire, since the government does not have the resources to satisfy all the students’ demands for financial and material support and many of the students would in any event like to see the current government replaced.b We have not seen evidence, however, suggesting that past student participation in student demonstrations or political demonstrations, and arrest made in connection with those past demonstrations, is likely not to be the basis of mistreatment by the government. c
     [13] The instances of past student-government conflict in Cote d’Ivoire are numerous, and have tended to focus on membership in the banned student union, FESCI.a Although other student unions are allowed to operate freely, FESCI was banned in 1991 following the death of a student on a campus in circumstances implicating members of FESCI.b (FESCI members have been accused of physically intimidating other students to make them follow FESCI’s lead on strikes and other protest issues).c There has been an ebb and flow in the intensity of the government’s efforts to enforce its ban on FESCI, with the ban sometimes effectively not enforced.d But the general tension between students and government seldom slackens for long.e For example, after a relatively calm period in 1993, police in March 1994 arrested six students in Abidjan in connection with a student strike, then released then in 48 hours without charges.f Subsequently, the police detained 25 members of the executive branch of FESCI and held them incommunicado for two weeks, without charging them, but then released then after the acting secretary general of FESCI apologized to the government.g On May 25, 1995, student politics erupted into violence again when FESCI students clashed with students attending a meeting of the Youth Wing of the PDCI at the University of Abidjan.h In this instance, it appeared that FESCI, although banned, was attempting to assert its right to hold meetings in university facilities on an equal footing with other non-banned student unions or political groups. i
     [14] More recently, in January 1997, four FESCI student leaders were convicted of breaking car windows during a campus demonstration and sentenced to two years in prison, although the demonstration was not a FESCI-organized event.a On February 3, 1997 after the further student strikes (which had been occurring periodically since a dispute over student stipends in November 1996), Guillaume Soro, Secretary General of FESCI, was arrested and charged with destroying public property, inciting student and civil disobedience and attacking students who did not join in FESCI strikes.b On February 27, however, in a seemingly conciliatory gesture, president Konan-Bedie issued a communiqué  releasing all students in detention, including FESCI leader Guillaume Soro, and offering a pardon to the FESCI students convicted in January, although the President’s statement reiterated the government’s position that FESCI  `is and remains dissolved.’c In April 1997, renewed outbursts (not apparently initiated by FESCI) of student unrest at college campuses outside of the capital spread to the main university campus in Abidjan, leading FESCI to call for another student strike.d On June 10, after receiving lackluster support for continuation of this strike, FESCI leadership announced that students should go back to classes, but the academic year was largely lest for many university students. e
     [15] In our view, mere membership in FESCI does not necessarily expose a person in Cote d’Ivoire to the risk of mistreatment by the authorities.a FESCI members have continued to hold meetings and provided interviews to the media.b To the best of our knowledge, there were no FESCI members in detention as of August 1997 because of their membership in FESCI, and FESCI activists have usually continued to benefit from government scholarships, housing, and stipends at Ivorian universities.c If FESCI members, or non-FESCI students, leaf or participate in future demonstrations that are not approved in advance by the authorities or lead to violence, they may risk arrest, conviction and prison sentences under Ivorian law (although past history suggests they have a fair chance of early release or a pardon). d
     B. Claims Based on Race
     [16] We have seen no asylum claims from Ivorians based on race discrimination. a
     C. Claims Based on Religion
     [17] Some Ivorians claim persecution based on being Muslim, although the Ivorian constitution provides for freedom of religion, and there are no known impediments to religious expression in Cote d’Ivoire.a A substantial portion of the population in Muslim and there is no evidence that members of Islamic associations in Cote d’Ivoire are experiencing particular problems with the authorities.b Muslims do not have employment in government jobs in proportion to their relative share of the population and some may experience petty harassment by the police mistaken for non-Ivorians from Muslim countries to the north of Cote d’Ivorie. c
     D. Claims Based on Nationality
     [18] We have seen no claims from Ivorians based on nationality, although some non-Ivorian Africans living in Cote d’Ivore have indicated they faced discrimination with regard to educational and employment opportunities.a Cote d’Ivoire has traditionally had a liberal approach to receiving migrants from neighboring countries but in recent years this tolerance has been tested by the large number of immigrants, refugees and temporary visitors from neighboring countries and low-income, non-Ivorian Africans are especially vulnerable to harassment by the police. b
     E. Claims Based on Social Group Membership 

          1. Female Genital Mutilation
     [19] Ivorian women occupy a generally subordinate role in society and we have seen claims during the last year from two Ivorian women who feared that they or their offspring would suffer from female genital mutilation (FGM) if they returned to Cote d’Ivoire.a The World Health Organization estimates that about 60 percent of the women in Cote d’Ivoire have experienced female genital mutilation (FGM).b The practice is deeply rooted in animist rites as well as supported by unwritten Islamic traditions at the village level, and cuts across regional, ethnic and socioeconomic lines.c The practice is, however, more prevalent among the rural population in the north and wet. d
     [20] Ethnic groups in Cote d’Ivoire practicing FGM include the Mande (Malinke, Foula, Bambara, Dioula) and Voltaic groups (Senufo, Tagwana, Djimini, Lobo, Birifor, Koulango) of the north and the `southern Mande’ (Dan, Yacouba, Toura, Gouro) of the west.a The procedure is usually performed on young girls or at puberty as part of a rite of passage; and it is generally done outside modern medical facilities.b Traditional authorities uphold this practice, but it becoming gradually less common as the population becomes urbanized and better educated, and as the government and local NGO’s become more engaged in fighting the practice.c While in the past the government has not made strong efforts to prevent FGM, the Ministry of Family and Women’s Affairs recently joined the campaign – begun by a local NGO – against FGM. d
     [21] Upon request, our Office (Office of Asylum Affairs in the U.S. Department of State’s Bureau of Democracy, Human Rights an Labor, telephone 202 – 776 – 8500 and fax 202 – 776 – 8528) can be provided a short paper providing more detailed information on the practice of female genital mutilation in Cote d’Ivoire, as well as a longer paper on the practice in general. a
          2. Union Membership
     [22] During the last 18 months we have seen about a half dozen asylum claims from Cote d’Ivoire that had a union membership component linked to the applicant’s fear of persecution for political reasons.a Some of these claims referred to very specialized, small groups which were not immediately identifiable (and may not exit).b Two claims referred to membership in SYNESCI, a teachers’ union.c To our knowledge, however, there are no particular current problems associated with union membership in Cote d’Ivoire, except for the banned student union, FESCI, referred to above. d
          3. Ethnic Discrimination 

     [23] During the same period we have seen another half dozen asylum applications from Cote d’Ivoire that had an ethnic discrimination claim, usually linked to the applicant’s claimed fear of persecution for political reasons but also sometimes linked to the applicant’s complaint about discrimination in obtaining employment or educational possibilities in Cote d’Ivoire.a Some non-Baoule applicants have complained about the influence of the Baoule, the ethnic group of Presidents Houphouet-Boigny and Konan Bedie, despite the longstanding unwritten Ivorian government policy of deliberately diversifying ethnic representation in Cote d’Ivoire’s ministerial cabinets and in other senior government-related positions, such as the management of parastatal companies.b Cote d’Ivoire top leadership has traditionally spoken out in support of ethnic diversity and there are numerous ethnic groups (non-Ivorian as well as Ivorian) usually living and working relatively harmoniously together in Cote d’Ivoire. c
IV. Other Considerations for Adjudicators
Economic Conditions

     [24] Cote d’Ivoire has traditionally been a major exporter of tropical products, notably cocoa, coffee and timber, and in 1995 reached net self-sufficiency in oil and gas.a For two decades after its 1960 independence from France, Cote D’Ivoire was envied by less fortunate West African neighbors for its economic progress and this attracted a substantial number of foreign workers from the region (with non-Ivorians now accounting for an estimated third of the population).b During the 1980’s and early 1990’s, depressed prices for Cote d’Ivoire’s primary commodity exports, combined with an increasingly overvalued currency and general strains on public finance, led to stagnation in the Ivorian economy.c This was the period when many of the current asylum applicants from Cote d’Ivoire initially came to the United States. d
     [25] Many of the Ivorian applicants for asylum also tend to be in their late twenties or early thirties and claim to have been students in Cote d’Ivoire, although very few show an academic achievement or employment history in Cote d’Ivoire suggesting that their economic prospects there were particularly promising.a There is a lot of competition in Cote d’Ivoire among young people seeking to find employment. GNP per capita in 1996 was about $730 – relatively high by West African standards but, of course, low by U.S. standards.b The Ivorian economy is currently in a period of substantial recovery and expansion resulting from the currency devaluation of the West African Community franc zone in 1994 and from the rise in world prices of Cote d’Ivoire’s key commodity exports, but the creation of new job opportunities remains well below the level needed to absorb the school leaving population. c
Chronology of Events in Cote D’Ivoire

1960 – 1990


Concentration of power in Democratic Party of 
                                         Cote d’Ivoire (PDCI) led by Felix Houphouet-
                                         Boigny, sole president of Cote d’Ivoire since 
                                         independence from France. 

April 30, 1990

Announcement of a multiparty state after 
                                         widespread state after widespread student unrest, a 
                                         brief military mutiny and strikes by the police and 
                                         other major service sectors.

October 28, 1990

Houphouet-Boigny, running against the candidate 
                                         of the largest of 28 opposition parties still wins re-
                                         election by large margin.

November 25, 1990  
PDCI party candidates also retain large majority in 

                                         multiparty legislature elections, thus assuring 
                                         continued dominance by the DCI in support of 
                                         Houphouet-Boigny. 


February 18, 1992  
Riot occurred in conjunction with an officially-

                                         sanctioned political march, resulting in police 
                                         arresting at least 146 supporters of various 
                                         opposition parties, including Laurent Gbagdo, a 
                                         major opposition figure.

December 7, 1993
  
President Houphouet-Boigny dies and the 
                                         President of the National Assembly, a fellow PDCI 
                                         stalwart, Henri Konan-Bedie (the constitutionally 
                                         designated successor), assumes the presidency 
                                         without incident to serve out the rest fo 
                                         Houphouet-Boigny’s term in office.

October 22, 1995
  
Henri Konan-Bedie retains the presidency in 
                                         elections boycotted by all major opposition parties, 
                                         which cite concerns about electoral code and voter 
                                         registration irregularities (only the PDCI and one 
                                         small opposition  party fielded candidates). 

November 26, 1995  
After discussions between the opposition and the 

                                         government, legislative elections take place with 

                                         multiparty participation. 

December 31, 1996  
Three journalists imprisoned in December 1995 for 

                                         criticizing the government and chief of state are 

                                         pardoned. 


February 3, 1997

Guillaume Soro, Secretary General of the banned 
                                         student union FESCI, is arrested and charged, inter 
                                         alia, with destroying public property and inciting 
                                         student and disobedience.   

February 27, 1997
Guillaume Soro, is released by the government 
                                         along with all other detained students, although 
                                         FESCI remains banned as a student union.

April 1997


Student unrest breaks out again and FESCI calls 
                                         another student strike, which is only called off in 
                                         early June, resulting in a lost academic year for 
                                         many university students.

     The views expressed in this report are those of the U.S. Department of State, and its authors, not PARDS. A copy of this report is provided as a courtesy to our clients: immigration attorneys, current applicants, and those contemplating filing for political asylum in the United States. Readers are encouraged to obtain a copy of the PARDS critique of the Department of State’s Country Reports on Human Rights Practices, International Religious Freedom Report, Profile of Asylum Claims and Country Conditions Report, or Issue Paper series from our web page: http://www.pards.org/profilecrtitique.doc. We welcome your questions, comments and requests. 

NOTE: The text of this report was drawn from the Department of State’s original version, font enlarged for ease of review and the paragraphs numbered for ease of reference. Those Department of State reports for which a comprehensive source and statement-by-statement PARDS Critique and Reliability Assessment have been prepared contain an alphabetic superscript at the end of each sentence. To order a report-specific PARDS Critique and Reliability Assessment, email your request to politicalasylum@gmail.com or call us at 1(609) 497 – 7663. 
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