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Introduction: The International Association for Human Rights Advocacy in Geneva

1. The International Association for Human Rights in Geneva (IAHRAG) thanks the Committee against Torture (Committee) for its engagement with civil society and for providing this opportunity to be associated in the process of considering the second periodic report of Gabon.
2. IAHRAG was created in 2017; its purpose is to assist, support, guide, and help victims of human rights violations. One of its main concerns of interest is the violations of human rights in Türkiye. It particularly provides support and guidance to volunteers and sympathizers of the “Hizmet Movement”[footnoteRef:1] (also known as the Gülen Movement) who are victims of a relentless witch-hunt and persecution, particularly since the coup attempt of 15 July 2016. [1:   The “Hizmet Movement” (HM) is a transnational, faith-based civil society group, primarily composed of Sunni Muslims (hereafter referred to as supporters), originating in Türkiye but also active elsewhere. The movement seeks to follow the inspirational teachings and writings of Fethullah Gülen, an intellectual who self-exiled to Pennsylvania, USA, in 1999 and passed away on October 20, 2024. The movement is known for its attachment to values of services, philanthropy, and education, and many of its supporters are educators or teachers running schools open to all students, regardless of religious beliefs or origins. Within a few decades, people inspired by Mr. Gülen had built schools in 140 different countries, often serving the poor and underprivileged. HM volunteers have established professional and intellectual associations as well as educational, dialogue, media, health and humanitarian organizations. As rightly noted by the Commissioner for Human Rights of the Council of Europe, the HM have developed over decades and enjoyed, until 15 July 2016, considerable freedom to establish a pervasive and respectable presence in all sectors of Turkish society, including religious institutions, education, civil society and trade unions, media, finance and business. Many organizations affiliated to the HM, closed after 15 July 2016, were open and legally operating in Türkiye until that date. The Turkish government baselessly deems the HM a terrorist organization by imputing the plotting of the controversial military coup attempt of 2016 to the movement). Since 2016, the Turkish Government has led a witch-hunt against the Movement, characterized by massive waves of arrests and arbitrary detentions. The Working Group on Arbitrary Detention noted the existence of a pattern of targeting those with alleged links to the HM on the discriminatory basis of their political or other opinion, based on the significant increase in the number of cases brought to it concerning arbitrary detention in Türkiye. The WGAD expressed concern over the pattern that all these cases follow and recalled “that under certain circumstances, widespread or systematic imprisonment or other severe deprivation of liberty in violation of the rules of international law may constitute crimes against humanity”. ] 

3. In view of paragraph 15 of the first concluding observations of the Committee on Gabon (CAT/C/GAB/CO/1) and paragraph 13 of the List of issues prior to submission of the second periodic report of Gabon of the Committee (CAT/C/GAB/QPR/2), IAHRAG brings to the knowledge of the Committee the case of La Lumière employees, 3 male educators associated with Hizmet Movement, who were forcefully returned to Türkiye from Gabon in 2018, with their families (wives and children): Mr. Osman Özpınar, Mr. Ibrahim Akbaş and Mr. Mr. Adnan Demirönal. Gabonese authorities cooperated with Türkiye’s National Intelligence Organization (MIT) to organize a secret, non-judicial transfer of at 13 persons (the three male educators, their spouses and seven children) on a Turkish-operated aircraft (all handcuffed on the excepton of one young child), outside any lawful extradition or immigration procedure. The case presented to the Committee is public and does not necessitate any anonymization.
A brief overview of the crackdown on the Hizmet Movement 

4. In December 2013, a corruption scandal erupted in Türkiye, and police officers arrested 52 suspects, including the sons of three government ministers and people close to the Turkish Prime Minister, Mr. Recep Tayyip Erdoğan. In what observers described as an attempt to discredit the process, the then Prime Minister claimed that the operation was the result of a plot organized by judges and prosecutors’ sympathizers of the Hizmet Movement.[footnoteRef:2] IAHRAG considers that this was the first step in the scapegoating of the Hizmet Movement, which culminated in July 2016, with Mr. Recep Tayyip Erdoğan, then President, accusing the Movement, overnight and without proper investigation, of plotting the Coup attempt of July 2016. This resulted in massive purges[footnoteRef:3], intense torture of the Hizmet Movement sympathizers in the aftermath of July 15, more than 1.500.000 investigations[footnoteRef:4], mass arbitrary arrests (still ongoing), and  more than 150.000 people condemned for being members of “FETÖ”[footnoteRef:5], an abbreviation used exclusively by the Government of Türkiye to designate the Hizmet Movement (also known as the Gülen Movement) as a terrorist organization.  [2:  See Al Jazeera, Erdogan has won this war, “Critics of the government say that such statements are attempts by Erdogan to deflect criticism from his own government by further vilifying and scapegoating Gulen”, available here; Middle East Eye, Turkish witch-hunt againt the Gulen Movement lacks one thing: Evidence, “He accused Gulen of coordinating the investigations, and the police force was purged. Since that event, Gulen has been the scapegoat for every setback, including the failed coup, about which little is known.”, available here; Politico, Turkey’s coup attempt a boon for lobbyists, ““The Gülen movement has been significantly weakened by Erdogan over the past three years,” said David Tittensor of Deakin University in Australia. “My view is they need a scapegoat, and the Gülen movement provides that”, available here; Deutsche Welle, Fethullah Gulen: the man behind the myth, “The 2013 corruption revelations, one of the biggest scandals in modern Turkish history, in turn inspired the Gezi Park protests, which Erdogan quelled with an iron fist. Not only did he fight protesters with violence, resulting 22 deaths, but he also turned on his erstwhile ally Gulen in absolute terms, accusing him for the second time of trying to infiltrate and overthrow the government by supporting the protests. The image of Gulen as a subversive Islamist was thus cemented - an enemy of the state, whom Erdogan accused of fashioning a "state within a state" or "parallel state" Erdogan meanwhile kept himself from being touched by the corruption scandal by becoming president; once in power, he could pit himself against Gulen as part of a classic good-versus-evil narrative”, available here.; see also UN Human Rights Committee Concluding Observations CCPR/C/TUR/CO/2 at para. 41]  [3:  See UN Human Rights Committee Concluding Observations CCPR/C/TUR/CO/2 at paras. 41 and 45. ]  [4:  See Turkey Rights Monitor statistics available here;  also DEVA Party Chairman Ali Babacan and MP Mustafa Yeneroglu’s statement available here; here and here.]  [5:  See note 3, para. 39; see also statements of former Turkish Minister of Interior here; also see recent statistical information on the detentions of alleged Gülen Movement sympathizers on terrorism charges here.] 

5. We would like to emphasize that the Hizmet Movement is not a terrorist organization, and its law-abiding members, sympathizers, or volunteers cannot be considered affiliates of, or in any way connected to, such an organization. The UN Special Rapporteurs highlighted in their recent detailed allegation letter (ALTUR5/2024) that “the designation of the Hizmet Movement as a terrorist organization does not meet due process requirements or satisfy the model definition of terrorism advanced by the Special Rapporteur on counter-terrorism and human rights” (such a statement was reiterated in (ALTUR 9/2025). They reiterated, in both allegation letters, their general concerns raised previously in communications (OL TUR 13/2020) that Anti-Terror Law No. 3713 and the Turkish Penal Code are drafted with overly broad language, permitting their systematic misapplication against political dissidents, journalists, and individuals suspected of affiliation with the Hizmet movement. They indicated that there is a trend in Türkiye where individuals and groups linked to the Hizmet Movement face significant risks, including arbitrary detention, invasions of privacy, and threats to their safety. 
International recognition of persecution and abduction of persons associated with the Hizmet Movement 

6. The Committee is well aware of the persecution against the Hizmet Movement sympathizers in Türkiye (see, for instance, X and Y v. Switzerland, CAT 1081/2021, Ferhat Recep Tayyip Erdoğan, v. Morocco CAT 845/2018, Elmas Ayden v. Morocco CAT 846/2017, Ismet Bakay v. Morocco, CAT 826/2017). 
7. The Committee is also well acquainted with the pattern of extraterritorial abduction carried out by Türkiye in collaboration with other States as, itself, in its 2024 Concluding observations on the fifth periodic report of Azerbaijan (CAT/C/AZE/CO/5), stated that:
The Committee particularly expresses its deep concern over extraditions and renditions of individuals with perceived or real affiliations to the Hizmet/Gülen Movement  to Türkiye, including in cases where such individuals have pending asylum claims or in cases where extradition proceedings had not been concluded or where the case was the subject of a request for interim measures by the Committee, despite the existence of substantial grounds for believing that they would be in danger of being subjected to torture, as evidenced by decisions of the European Court of Human Rights5, the United Nations Working Group on Arbitrary Detention6, and by the Committee itself, including its decision in communication No. 905/20187(arts. 2, 3, 11, 13, 14 and 16).
8. More specifically, the Committee in its 2024 Concluding Observations on the fifth periodic report of Türkiye (CAT/C/TUR/CO/5) explicitly,
… expresses concern in response to allegations regarding a systematic practice of State-sponsored extraterritorial abductions and forcible returns of individuals supposedly associated with the Hizmet/Gülen Movement in coordination with authorities in Afghanistan, Albania, Azerbaijan, Cambodia, Gabon, Kazakhstan, Lebanon and Pakistan, as well as with authorities in Kosovo, as previously raised by several special procedure mandate holders. Such abductions are alleged to have taken place with the involvement of the National Intelligence Organization (Millî İstihbarat Teşkilatı) and to entail human rights violations such as enforced disappearance and other forms of torture and ill-treatment (arts.
2, 3, 11–13 and 16). (para 26)
9. We bring also to your knowledge that the Human Rights Committee in its 2024 Concluding Observation on the second periodic report of Türkiye (CCPR/C/TUR/CO/2) expressed its concerns: 
about reports of the extraterritorial abduction and forcible transfer to the State party of more than 100 persons suspected of being affiliated with the Gülen Movement and of political opponents or journalists critical of the Government, without any judicial extradition procedure. The Committee expresses concern about allegations of the misuse of International Criminal Police Organization (INTERPOL) Red Notices against such persons and about the use of politically motivated extradition processes (arts. 6, 9, 12 and 14). [para 25]  
10. We bring also to your attention that in a recent allegation letter sent jointly by different Special Procedures, including the Special Rapporteur on torture and other cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment, to Türkiye on alleged measures of systematic repression against persons affiliated with the Hizmet Movement through, inter alia, transitional rendition, (AL TUR 5/2024), the same concerns were raised:
“We reiterate the concerns expressed in communication TUR 5/2020 that the Government of Türkiye continues to engage in a systemic practice of State sponsored extraterritorial abductions and forced returns of Turkish nationals associated with the Gülen Movement. In some cases, people subjected to this practice were forcibly disappeared. We note further reports that the Government of Türkiye has signed bilateral security co-operation agreements with multiple States that contain broad and vague references to combatting terrorism and transnational crime. It is claimed that the agreements have been drafted to permit the expulsion or abduction of anyone deemed to be a “security risk” from third countries.

Furthermore, there are additional reports that a standard practice of handing over Gülen sympathizers is being developed through the cooperation of Turkish and foreign State authorities, including at least 10 countries (TUR 5/2020). Cases are also reported of enforced disappearances involving extended periods of secret or incommunicado detention prior to deportation. During these periods, some of these individuals appear to have been subjected to coercion, torture and cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment in order to obtain their consent to return to Türkiye and to extract confessions that serve as a basis for criminal proceedings (TUR 5/2020). According to victim testimonies, the most common forms of torture include the deprivation of food and sleep, beatings, waterboarding, electric shocks and threats to family members.

The case of detentions and forceful deportations of La Lumière employees in Gabon
a. Factual Background 
11. “La Lumière”, whose former name was Gabonese Turkish International School, was a school affiliated with the Hizmet Movement, based in Libreville. As of July 2017, the Management of the School expressed concerns to local United Nations authorities about their safety, requesting for protection.

12. On 15 March 2018, around 3 p.m., Mr. Osman Özpınar, director of the “La Lumière” and Mr. Ibrahim Akbaş, Director of Pedagogy at “La Lumière”, were arrested at their workplace by the intelligence gendarmerie (Direction Générale Recherche) of the Ministry of Defence and accused of document forgery and breach of trust within the institution. They were taken to the intelligence office in the city centre for questioning. Later, authorities revealed that the suspects posed “threats to the internal security of Gabon”.

13. On 23 March, around 11 a.m., Gabonese Security Officers also summoned Mr. Adnan Demirönal, an employee of the same institution, for questioning and subsequently arrested him as well. The institution’s lawyer was reportedly having extremely limited access to his clients (no more than three minutes). 
In the following days, security agents visited the families of the detainees to collect their passports and informed the wives that their husbands were suspected of belonging to a terrorist organization. While they originally refused to give their passports, they eventually accepted so, following misleading assurances reportedly given in the alleged presence of the local representative of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (based on the testimony of the families) and the promise that the documents would be returned back after a short examination. Wives were also intimidated; Ms. Nesibe Özpınar and Ms. Fikriye Akbaş had been arrested for questioning before being released.

Renowned French Lawyer, Maître Richard Sedillot (who recently defended the detained French Algerian writer, Mr. Boualem Sansal), came to Gabon to investigate the detentions, and publicly witnessed that he saw three employees of the Turkish Embassy and a vehicle with diplomatic plates in front of the building where the interrogation took place.

14. On 6 April, the three men, who had been detained for 23 days, while not knowing the concrete charges against them and while their lawyers did not have access to the case file, were taken to the Ministry of Defence and questioned about their affiliations and the source of the school’s funding. 
Reports indicate that the Chief Public Prosecutor’s Office in Libreville was initially unaware of the detentions and took no formal steps to initiate deportation or extradition.

15. On 7 April, the three detainees were forced, together with their spouses and children, to board Turkish Airlines flight TK 589 to Istanbul. In total, thirteen people were reportedly deported in this manner. Upon their arrival in Türkiye, Mr. Osman Özpınar, Mr. İbrahim Akbaş and Mr. Adnan Demirönal were immediately arrested, while their wives and children were provisionally released.

16. The Turkish media openly reported that Mr. Osman Özpınar, Mr. İbrahim Akbaş and Mr. Adnan Demirönal had been captured in an operation carried out by Türkiye’s National Intelligence Organization (MIT) in Libreville, Gabon, and were brought to Türkiye by a special aircraft ( see Anadolu Agency press release, here). 

b. Witness Testimonies, Media Reports 
17. Mr. Hüseyin Serçe, a French citizen who was visiting the school at the time of events gave a witness testimony about the incident. Mr. Serçe stated the Gendarmerie Intelligence of Gabon, arrived at the school on March 15th, at 3 pm. The officers violently brought him, Mr. Özpınar and Mr. Akbaş together and asked about the school reports. Even though they cooperated, the officers hit the witness and Mr. Akbaş on the shoulder, then broke the drawers in which the school files were kept. After the officers checked the documents, the victims were taken to the intelligence office. Here, the witness’s phone and passport were confiscated. Mr. Özpınar and Mr. Akbaş’s phones were also confiscated, and they were interrogated without a lawyer present. Mr. Serçe witnessed that the two other victims were not allowed to have a private conversation without the officers present.
18. Hürriyet Daily News, a Turkish national newspaper reported the occurrence. The newspaper stated that Osman Özpınar, İbrahim Akbaş, and Adnan Demirönal were detained by Gabon’s security forces on March 23 and transferred from Gabon’s capital Libreville to Ankara by the MİT on a plane (see here).

19. Another Turkish network Anadolu Agency reported the incident, stating that The Turkish Intelligence Services (MIT) dismantled the network of the terrorist organization FETO in Gabon, and brought three of its leaders back to Türkiye (see here).

Violations committed by Gabon:

20. The case of La Lumière employees reveals Gabon’s deliberate collusion with Türkiye in persecuting Hizmet Movement sympathizers and their families, including wives and minor children. Gabonese authorities indeed cooperated with Türkiye’s National Intelligence Organization (MIT) to organize a secret, non-judicial transfer of 13 persons (three male educators, their spouses and seven children) on a Turkish-operated aircraft, outside any lawful extradition or immigration procedure.

a. Lack of extradition proceedings
21. The case removal was carried out entirely in the absence of extradition proceedings and outside any transparent deportation framework. Reports indicate that the Chief Public Prosecutor’s Office in Libreville was initially unaware of the detentions and took no formal steps to initiate deportation or extradition. Instead, intelligence and security services coordinated directly with Turkish officials, including staff of the Turkish embassy and MIT officers, who were observed at the places of detention and interrogation. This pattern is consistent with other documented cases of secret transfers of alleged Hizmet/Gülen supporters from States such as Kosovo and Moldova, where persons were removed to Türkiye directly from police custody to waiting aircraft, bypassing courts and immigration authorities. In the present case, the lack of any arrest warrant based on terrorism charges, the shifting accusations (from alleged forgery and breach of trust to unspecified “threats to internal security”), and the denial of access to the case file to defence lawyers point to an arbitrary deprivation of liberty and an unlawful transfer.notably reveals: (a) a removal in the absence of extradition proceedings and (b) a total contempt towards UNHCR protection and asylum request.
b. Lack of UNHCR intervention due to deliberate rapid operation 
22. Gabon is under the obligation to respect the principle of non-refoulement for refugees and asylum-seekers, to facilitate access to refugee status determination, and to ensure protection for refugees married to Gabonese nationals and children born in Gabon. The deliberate decision to conduct a rapid, intelligence-led removal operation, without any individual status or protection assessment and without giving UNHCR an opportunity to intervene on behalf of the families, is fundamentally incompatible with these obligations.
c. Lack of individualized assessment of the real and personal risk of torture and ill-treatment upon return to Türkiye 
23. In this case, Gabon denied the right of victims to an individualized assessment of the real and personal risks they would be exposed to if deported to Türkiye, in violation of article 3 of the Convention. By April 2018, the pattern of persecution of real or perceived Hizmet Movement supporters in Türkiye, including arbitrary detention, torture, ill-treatment, and grossly unfair trials on terrorism charges, was well documented by UN treaty bodies, special procedures, and international NGOs. 
The Committee against Torture has since expressed deep concern about “extraditions and renditions of individuals with perceived or real affiliations to the Hizmet Movement to Türkiye” notwithstanding substantial grounds to believe they would be in danger of torture, and has condemned Türkiye’s practice of State-sponsored extraterritorial abductions involving enforced disappearance and other forms of torture and ill-treatment. The Human Rights Committee has likewise criticized Türkiye’s extraterritorial abductions and forcible transfers of alleged Gülenists, and has underlined allegations of enforced disappearances, arbitrary detention, and mistreatment in custody. 
24. In this context, Gabon could not plausibly claim ignorance of the risks; yet there is no indication that it conducted any individualized risk assessment, sought diplomatic assurances, or allowed the men and their families to lodge asylum claims.The fate of Hizmet Movement sympathizers wanted by Turkish authorities - made of torture, violations of the right to a fair trial, and arbitrary detention - is widely known and recognized.

d. Treatment of the wives and children, similarly subjected to forced return 

25. The treatment of the wives and children during the operation raises serious concerns under Articles 3, 11 and 16 of the Convention. The families were subjected to intimidation, with police visiting their homes, confiscating their passports, arresting two of the spouses and providing misleading information about the purpose of the passport seizures. Ultimately, the spouses and children were compelled to accompany the three educators onto the removal flight (all handcuffed except for one of the very young children), without legal representation, access to independent advice, or any assessment of the best interests of the child. It is well reported that Türkiye’s treatment of relatives of alleged Hizmet sympathizers is made of surveillance, harassment, and stigma (see United Kingdom FCDO Country policy and information note: Gülenist movement, Türkiye, August 2025, here). These elements appear as serious secondary harms resulting from the transfer, reinforcing Gabon’s responsibility in exposing them to foreseeable serious human rights violations.

e. Conditions of detention and lack of procedural safeguards during the period prior to transfer

26. The conditions of detention and lack of procedural safeguards during the period prior to removal also raise issues under Articles 2, 11, 12 and 13 of the Convention. Witness testimony describes violent arrest at the school premises, searches accompanied by physical abuse, confiscation of mobile phones and passports, interrogations without access to legal counsel, and prohibition on private communication between detainees. The detainees were reportedly held for more than 20 days without clear charges, without timely judicial review, and without access to their case file, while their lawyer’s access was strictly limited. These circumstances, combined with the involvement of foreign intelligence officials and the secrecy surrounding their eventual transfer, suggest that Gabon failed to ensure effective safeguards against ill-treatment and failed to guarantee the right to complain and to have an impartial investigation into the allegations of abuse and arbitrary detention.

f. Perfect machinery and orchestration as to the chain of events leading to the victims’ illegal transfer to Türkiye, leaving no doubt as to Gabon’s responsibility and accountability

27. The case illustrates a pattern of coordinated transnational repression in which Gabon actively facilitated Türkiye’s “reverse rendition” strategy targeting Hizmet Movement sympathizers abroad. The UN Special Procedures of Human Rights Council  documented numerous similar operations in which Turkish intelligence, often in cooperation with host States, has abducted and returned alleged Hizmet Movement sympathizers from countries such as Kosovo, Moldova, Pakistan, Azerbaijan, and others, frequently accompanied by violations of the prohibition of refoulement and of the right to liberty and security. Gabon’s participation in such an operation, in full knowledge of the well-publicized risks facing this group in Türkiye, engages its responsibility under Article 3 of the Convention. 

28. The failure to conduct any independent, effective investigation into the events, despite public allegations and media reports of foreign intelligence involvement, further entrenches impunity for these violations and stands in breach of Gabon’s obligations to investigate, prosecute and provide redress for acts that expose persons under its jurisdiction to torture or ill-treatment.

Conclusion

29.  IAHRAG respectfully invites the Committee to express its concerns regarding:

(a) the arrest, detention and forcible transfer to Türkiye in April 2018 of employees of the La Lumière school in Libreville and their family members, including wives and minor children, carried out by Gabonese security and intelligence services in cooperation with the Turkish National Intelligence Organization (MIT), outside any formal extradition or deportation procedure;

(b) the fact that the three educators were held for more than 20 days without clear charges, denied access to their case file and effective legal assistance, that their spouses and children were intimidated and compelled to surrender passports following misleading assurances reportedly given in the alleged presence of a representative of the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, and that they were subsequently placed on a Turkish-operated aircraft and returned to Türkiye without any individualized assessment of the risk of torture and ill-treatment or an opportunity to seek asylum;

(c)  The widely documented patterns of persecution, arbitrary detention and ill-treatment of real or perceived supporters of the Hizmet Movement in Türkiye and that Gabon failed to respect its obligations under article 3 of the Convention, as well as articles 2, 11, 12 and 13, by not ensuring that an individualized, substantive assessment of the risk of torture and ill-treatment was carried out before removal, by not putting in place and applying minimum procedural safeguards against refoulement and ill-treatment in detention, and by not conducting a prompt, impartial and effective investigation into the alleged collusion of its officials with foreign intelligence services in these events.

Suggestion of questions for the dialogue

30. In light of the above, and considering the seriousness of the facts presented, IAHRAG respectfully requests that the Committee to include the following questions during its dialogue with the Gabonese authorities:
(1) Please provide detailed information on the measures taken to ensure that no person under its jurisdiction, including those perceived as associated with the Hizmet/Gülen Movement, is expelled, returned, surrendered or otherwise transferred to another State without an individualized and substantive assessment of the real and personal risk of torture or ill-treatment, including access to legal assistance, the possibility to seek asylum, and effective judicial review of removal decisions;

(2) Please explain whether any prompt, thorough, independent and impartial investigation has been initiated into the arrest, detention and forcible transfer to Türkiye in April 2018 of the La Lumière school employees and their family members, including the alleged involvement of foreign intelligence services and Gabonese security officials; if so, please indicate the investigative bodies involved, the findings, any prosecutions and sanctions imposed, and any measures of reparation provided to the victims and their families, and if not, please explain the reasons.
image1.png
B
e
JIAHRA GENEVA




