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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 areas and 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 consult the annual Country Reports on Human Rights Practices as well as other available documents on conditions in the Gambia. c
II. Context and Overview of Recent Developments

     A. Historical Context

     [2] The July, 1994 coup – The Gambia’s status as one of the oldest multi-party states in Africa – and one of the most stable and democratic – was abruptly changed by the July 22, 1994 coup led by Lt. Yahya A.J.J. Jammed and his Armed Forces Provisional Ruling Council (AFPRC).a There was very little violence during the coup, which was executed without fatalities and with very few injuries.b The coup leaders moved quickly and without opposition to establish the AFPRC’s authority, and within days its power was consolidated and a new cabinet sworn in.c The AFPRC’s 

_________________________________

[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 and Nationality Act.
subsequent actions created an atmosphere of intimidation, repression, and self-censorship in the Gambia. d
     [3] Former President Sir Dawda Jawara with a small entourage fled initially to Senegal, which granted him asylum, but he subsequently moved to London.a One of the AFPRC’s stated goals was to complete its anti-corruption investigations and to recover embezzled funds and missapropriat-​​​ed assets.b This view of the alleged corruption by some members of the former government was shared by many Gambians and perhaps accounted for the initial quiet acceptance of the AFPRC takeover by the public. c
     [4] The motives for the coup were described by its leaders as a desire `to root out endemic corruption in the Jawara Government;a enhance and facilitate accountability and transparency in the utilization of public resources;b and establish a constitutional system … that would allow for a change of government’ through elections.c They pledged to safeguard respect for human rights and the rule of law, and to maintain liberal economic policies. d
     [5] The AFPRC record of action, however, was less positive and quickly deteriorated.a Several former ministers in the Jawara Government were detained without due process, questioned about their assets, and accused of carrying on political activity in violation of an AFPRC decree.b Dozens of other government officials and military officers from the former government were also detained without charge. c
     [6] Military officers were named to many national and local offices and ultimately control the mechanisms of government at all levels.a Chairman Jammeh in October 1994 announced that the AFPRC would remain in power until elections were held in November 1998.b In early 1995, however, Jammeh appeared to bow to domestic and foreign pressure and announced that he had approved the recommendation of a National Consultative Committee that the transition period would be two years with the effect from July 22, 1994.c He conformed that a new constitution would be put to the people of Gambia in a referendum. d
     [7] Early enthusiasm fades – The initial popular view of the Jammed regime did not last long, however, either among the public or the military itself.a There have been three apparent countercoup attempts, none of which succeeded.b Abortive and short-lived counter coups by disgruntled army personnel occurred on July 22, 1994 and again in the early hours of November 11, 1994.c The latter attempt was quickly crushed with observers reporting as many as 50 casualties and some summary executions of participants.d The most recent coup attempt was on January 27, 1995;e it resulted in the arrest and detention of two senior AFPRC officers – Vice Chairman Sabally and Interior Minister Haidara.f Their arrest was generally welcomed, for both men were apparently regarded by much of the population as cruel and dangerous.g There were, however, as many as 50 detainees, almost all military and police, who were arrested in connection with the countercoup attempts of July 22, 1994, November 11, 1994, and January 27, 1995. h
     [8] Detainees released – On February 3, 1997 President Jammeh released the last 12 political and security detainees as `a gesture to foster reconciliation.’a Our Embassy has reported that there are now no more political or security detainees, although some persons remain incarcerated who have been charged and/or tried and convicted for security crimes. b
     B. Political Structure
     [9] Continuing foreign and domestic pressures on Chairman Jammeh finally resulted in several tentative steps towards genuine democracy.a On August 8, 1996, a draft constitution was approved in a referendum with over 70% of Gambians voting `yes.’b A few days later, on August 14, a decree was issued purporting to lift the ban on political activity.c However, the same decree also banned from political activity all persons who held the offices of president, vice-president, and ministers during the 30 years preceding July 22, 1994.d It also banned the party of former President Jawara, the People’s Progressive Party (PPP), and the two main opposition parties – the National Convention Party (NCP) and the Gambia People’s Party (GPP). e
     [10] Jammed becomes presidential candidate – In mid-August 1996, Chairman Jammed announced he would run for president in the forthcoming elections.a `The Alliance for Patriotic Re-Orientation and Construction’ (APRC) was formed and Jammeh accepted its nomination for the presidency.b By the end of August, four new political parties had been registered, including Jammeh’s APRC, and the United Democratic Party (UDP), the Vice-President of the Gambian Bar Association.c In early September, Jammeh resigned his military commission, a step required for him to become a presidential candidate.d The three other military members of the AFPRC also resigned their military commissions but remained as ministers. e
     [11] Jammed wins in flawed election – In the September 26, 1996 presidential election, Jammed won with a 56% majority.a Mr. Darboe won 26%, but both foreign and domestic observers described the election as controversial and badly flawed because of government control of counting centers and intimidation at polling places.b Virtually no one except for Jammeh and his supporters regarded the election as free and fair. c
     [12] The election for the National Assembly, held on January 2, 1997, was by contrast described by outside observers as a `decently run election day effort’ with no reports of intimidation at polling stations.a Jammed’s APRC won 33 seats and the UDP only seven, but even opposition leaders made no serious claims of fraud in the legislative election.b Our Embassy reported that various opposition candidates received some 48% of the vote in what was generally believed to be an accurate count. c
     [13] Return to democratic forms – With the subsequent convocation of the National Assembly and the inauguration of President Jammed under the new constitution, Gambia has returned at least to the forms of democracy.a However, the divisional commissioner positions are still filled by army officers, not civilians, and the current cabinet consists of two former AFPRC members who have been given new titled by Jammed.b Out Embassy has reported that following the September presidential election there was some lessening of restrictions on the press, with greater visibility for opposition views and more criticism of government policies. c
     [14] Although opposition leader Ousainou Darboe fled his home and took refuge in the Senegalese Embassy for four days following the presidential election, with agents from the National Intelligence Agency (NIA) posted outside Darboe’s own house, the agents were soon withdrawn, and Mr. Darboe has now resumed his opposition political activities.a However, Darboe’s supporters continue to experience some police harassment, including short-term arrests and detentions following public displays of support for him. b
     [15] President Jammeh and his government appear to be attempting to validate their argument that genuine democracy has returned to the Gambia.a At the February 18, 1997 Independence Day ceremonies, two of the defeated opposition presidential candidates, Ousainou Darboe and Hamat Bah, were prominently placed among the invited VIP guests – Darboe in the front row.b (The third presidential candidate, Sidia Jatta, was also invited to attend by the government but did not attend, reportedly in protest of the lack of a formal designation of a cabinet at that time).c President Jammeh made a special point of stopping to shake hands and exchange a long greeting with Mr. Darboe. d
     [16] In the light of these developments, we do not believe that mere membership in opposition political parties or support of their candidate in the presidential or legislative elections would expose a Gambian to potential danger of mistreatment upon returning to the Gambia. a
     C. Human Rights Situation
     [17] Human rights violations since Jammeh’s seizure of power have been flagrant and numerous.a He has detained, released, and re-arrested (and released again) virtually all former government ministers.b He had authorized detention without trial, suspended the constitution, suppressed the press, and banned all political parties.c Our Embassy reports that while that poor human rights record has continued as the government committed widespread and repeated human rights abuses, the situation improved somewhat during the year. d
     [18] Security forces beat and abused detainees, and the AFPRC arrested and detained senior government officials and members of the press.a Detainees were often held incommunicado, opposition campaign trips were violently disrupted, the press was intimidated repeatedly, and suspect military and police personnel were detained without charge.b The right to travel and transfer funds and assets for senior officials of the former Jawara government remained restricted in several cases.c The AFPRC during the year ordered the arbitrary arrest, firing, and retirement of government officials and civil service employees loyal to the previous government.d Despite the steps taken toward the formation of democratic institutions described above, President Jammeh and his supporters retain firm control of every aspect of Gambian life. e
III. Claims and Relevant Country Conditions
      A. Claims Based on Political Opinion
     [19] Many asylum claims from Gambians we have seen pre-date the July, 1994 coup and often cite membership in the Movement for Freedom and Justice in Africa (MOJA), which had been proscribed for suspected involvement in the 1981 coup attempt, a bloody uprising by self-described Marxist-Leninist which was put down only with the help of Senegalese troops.a However, on November 25, 1992, then-President Jawara lifted the ban on MOJA.b Early in 1993, two of MOJA’s leaders returned home without incident, and we believe involvement in that organization would no longer cause a person to be in danger of government reprisals.c This has not changed under the new Jammeh regime. d
     [20] With respect to those claiming involvement in the 1981 coup attempt, former President Jawara on May 11, 1992 granted amnesty to all those accused of participating in the abortive coup and invited all those Gambians living abroad to return.a Only the leader of the coup attempt was not included in the amnesty. b
     [21] A few claims have been based on a generalized opposition to the former Jawara government;a these now appear to have been overtaken by events, for it is unlikely that the new regime would harass such persons.b The new regime has levied claims of alleged corruption against some senior members of the former Jawara government, including specified charges against Jawara himself, but these officials have not yet been granted due process before the law.c Prominent or senior members of the Jawara government would therefore appear to be at some risk of detention.d In October, 1995, approximately 35 supporters of Jawara were arrested and held without trial for engaging in or planning anti-government demonstrations. e
     [22] Persons who were involved in any of the abortive coup attempts and even their close relatives would appear to be at particular risk should they return. a
     B. Claims Based on Race
     [23] We see virtually no claims from Gambians based on race or ethnicity, Jammeh’s initial cabinet, like that of former president Jawara, was notable for the diversity of the background of its members.a Of the fifteen members of the initial cabinet, ten were civilians, but only three of them appeared to have significant political experience.b Ethnically, three were Jola, two were Fula, five were Mandinka, three were Wollof, and two were Serahuli.c Four ministers were women.d Although the Gambia is over 90% Muslim, three of the new ministers are Christian. e
     C. Claims Based on Nationality
     [24] We have seen no claims based on nationality from Gambian applicants. a
     D. Claims Based on Religion
     [25] Freedom of conscience and religion continue to be observed in practice. Although the Gambia is over 90% Muslim, three of the new ministers in Jammeh’s initial cabinet were Christians.a Christians, both Catholic and Protestant, freely practice their religion, and missionaries are permitted to carry out their activities freely. b
      E. Claims Based on Social Groups
          1. Women

     [26] Except for cases involving female genital mutilation (FGM) discussed below, we see virtually no claims based solely on gender.a Women face extensive discrimination in education and employment but not usually at the hands of the government.b Shari’a law is usually applied in divorce and inheritance cases involving Muslims.c Marriages are usually arranged, and polygyny is practiced. d
          2. Female Genital Mutilation (FGM)
     [27] The practice of FGM, which is widely condemned as damaging to both physical and psychological health, is widespread and entrenched.a Reports place the number of Gambian women having undergone FGM anywhere from 60 to 90 percent.b Seven of the 9 ethnic groups practice FGM at ages varying from shortly after birth until 18 years old.c Although the government claims to back the eradication of FGM, it has not implemented any legislation against it. d
     [28] FGM in the Gambia is deeply rooted in tradition and custom and crosses ethnic, religious and cultural boundaries.a In some ethnic groups, experts put the practice at 100%.b Nearly all Mandinkas, Jolas, and Hausas (together some 52% of the population) practice excision between ages 10 and 15.c The Sarahulis (9% of the population) remove a part or all of the clitoris one week after birth.d The Fulas (18% of the population) engage in a practice analogous to infibulation that is described as `vaginal sealing,’ anywhere between one week and 15 years of age.e The Bambaras (1% of the population) practice infibulation, Sereres and Manjangos (together 16% of the population) do not practice FGM with the exception of some of the women who marry into another ethnic group. f
     [29] A detailed paper on FGM in the Gambia has been prepared by and is available from the Office of Asylum Affairs, Bureau of Democracy, Human Rights and Labor, Department of State. a
IV. Other Considerations for Adjudicators
     A. Possible Use of Fraudulent Documents
     [30] Our Embassy in Banjul reports increasing evidence that some Gambians in the United States are using any means, including the publishing of false articles in the local press, to try and qualify for political asylum in the U.S.a One such method was the subject of an item published on March 18, 1997 in one of the most prestigious newspaper in the Gambia.b The article stated that some Gambians presently in the United States have asked their relatives or friends still in the Gambia to find some way of having the local press write that they are being sought by the Gambian authorities for past political activities.c The objective is to use such publications to strengthen their applications for political asylum in the U.S.d In one case reported by the newspaper, efforts were made to replace a published picture with that of an asylum seeker and surround it with a headline that he was wanted and would be arrested and detained if he returned to the Gambia. e
     [31] Adjudicators may therefore wish to examine documents and purported press clippings submitted by Gambian applicants very carefully.a The Gambia is an extremely poor country with limited economic opportunities (the per capita income is U.S. $373), and the motivation for Gambian visitors to remain in the U.S. for economic reasons is very strong. b
IV. Appendix - Chronology of Significant Events

July 30 – August 7, 1981
Attempted coup by self-proclaimed Marxist-

                                                    Leninists put down.        

July 22, 1994


Coup led by (then) Lt. Yahya A.J.J. Jammed 

                                                    overthrows Jawara government without 

                                                    fatalities. AFPRC assumes power.

November 11, 1994

Attempted counter-coup fails.

January 27, 1995


Attempted counter-coup fails.

October 15, 1995


Following the defection of former AFPRC 

                                                   spokesman Captain Ebou Jallow, at least 34 

                                                   alleged supporters of former President Sir 

                                                   Dada Jawara were detained in late October, 

                                                   including four former ministers. 

October 25, 1995


Decree 57 issued empowering Minister of 

                                                   Interior to arrest and detain anyone without 

                                                   warrant or charge for 90 days.

June 21, 1996


Elections decree issued, paving the way for 

                                                    elections.

August 8, 1996


Draft constitution approved.

August 14, 1996


Decree issued lifting ban on political 

                                                    activity, but banning from political activity 

                                                    former President Jawara’s PPP and the two 

                                                    main opposition parties. Jammeh announces 

                                                    he would run for president. 

August 1996


APRC and three other new political parties 

                                                   are formed. 

September 23, 1996

Jammed wins presidential election with 56% 

                                                    majority.

January 2, 1997


Jammed’s APRC wins 33 seats to UDP’s 7 

                                                    in legislative election, along with 5 other 

                                                    non-government party seats.

     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. 

Internal File: Gambia (March 1997) Profile of Asylum Claims and Country Conditions 

Report PARDS Report-Specific Source and Reliability Assessment

PARDS Report-Specific Source
and Report Reliability Assessment
     To order a comprehensive Report-Specific Source and Reliability Assessment of the D.o.S. Gambia Country Report on Human Rights Practices (1970s – Present), International Religious Freedom Report (2000 – Present), latest Profile of Asylum Claims and Country Conditions Report, benefit from the assistance of an internationally known and respected, country-specific expert, or obtain claim-relevant documentation call PARDS 1 (609) 497 - 7663.
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