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U.S. Accused of Overlooking Rights Violations 

By HELENE COOPER
WASHINGTON — The Bush administration is giving lip service to promoting democracy by endorsing suspect elections in Kenya, Nigeria and Pakistan while allowing human rights violations in those countries to go unchecked, the advocacy group Human Rights Watch said Thursday.

In a scathing report, the organization blamed the United States and Europe for undermining human rights around the world by allowing autocrats to pretend they are democratic simply by holding rigged elections. 

The group also said Russia and Jordan were pretending that using the word democracy is enough to claim real democratic credentials, and added that “even China has gotten into the game” as President Hu Jintao of China has called for more democracy within the Communist Party. “Yet that has not stopped him from barring independent political parties, blocking legal efforts to uphold basic rights, and shutting down countless civil society organizations, media outlets and Websites,” the group’s executive director, Kenneth Roth, wrote in the report’s introduction. 

In an interview, Mr. Roth blamed much of this on the Bush administration’s touting of democracy while still accepting the results of dubious elections. “The Bush administration has chosen democracy instead of human rights,” Mr. Roth said. “They’ve abandoned democratic standards and reduced its requirements to just holding an election.”

The State Department spokesman, Sean D. McCormack, disputed the allegations in the report. “We’ve seen progress in the Middle East,” he said. “Is it always as fast as we would like to see? No. But, then again, you’re not going to get to the point where we all want to be if we attempt, or others attempt, to try to impose a solution or some cookie-cutter approach to every country around the world.”

Human Rights Watch specifically mentioned Pakistan, where President Pervez Musharraf, one of President Bush’s key allies in the region, dismissed members of the independent judiciary and put them under house arrest and installed his own allies on the Pakistani Supreme Court to make sure that he remains president. While the Bush administration has publicly called on Mr. Musharraf to hold elections, it has been noticeably less vocal in calling for Mr. Musharraf to reinstate the independent judiciary.

The assassination in December of former Prime Minister Benazir Bhutto, who was expected to be Mr. Musharraf’s chief opponent in the coming elections, has intensified questions about whether Pakistan’s elections, rescheduled for Feb. 17, will be fair.

“It’s now too easy for autocrats to get away with mounting a sham democracy,” Mr. Roth said. “That’s because too many Western governments insist on elections and leave it at that. They don’t press governments on the key human rights issues that make democracy function — a free press, peaceful assembly and a functioning civil society that can really challenge power.”

Human Rights Watch said the Bush administration might have allowed the Kenyan government to believe it could get away with rigging elections in December by accepting the results of Nigeria’s elections in February 2007. Those results were marred by accusations from international organizations of rigging and electoral violence. “It’s no wonder Kenya’s president felt able to rig his re-election,” Mr. Roth said. 

He did credit the Bush administration for expressing concern about the Kenyan vote tally.
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