
MADAGASCAR
Background Briefing on Key Issues

Human Rights and Democracy

Since coming to power through a military coup d’état in March 2009, the de facto 
government has repeatedly violated human rights.  It has stifled dissent by restricting 
the right to assembly and the right to free speech, arresting demonstrators and 
opposition leaders, shutting down radio and television stations, detaining journalists, 
and shooting protesters.  Malagasy citizens have been jailed on questionable charges 
for months, then, bowing to pressure to release them, given either suspended 
sentences or temporary liberty to await trial at an unspecified date.  Numerous 
opposition leaders (senators, members of the National Assembly, and other political 
leaders) have been dealt with in this manner. Close to 80 radio and television stations 
have been shut down. Permits for others have been denied. Demonstrators are 
regularly denied permits to demonstrate in public places. Public demonstrations have 
been dispersed frequently with tear gas.  Live ammunition was fired at demonstrators 
in March, April, June, and September 2009 and again in May 2010.

Church leaders have frequently been targets of the Rajoelina regime (see the 27 May 
2010 Action Alert, “Madagascar’s Government Targets the Church”).  The FJKM 
President, Pastor Lala Rasendrahasina, was assaulted and briefly detained on 17 March 
2009.  Radio Fahazavana, the FJKM radio, has been targeted repeatedly.  In June 2009, 
the wife of the director was kidnapped by de facto authorities for 2 days just to get her 
husband to present himself for questioning.  Subsequently, the director and a 
journalist were jailed for a month in January 2010.  On 20 May 2010 the radio was shut 
down and ten employees were jailed for 110 days for broadcasting information that 
the de facto authorities did not wish made known.  In September 2010 the radio 
employees were given temporary liberty but still await trial.  The radio remains shut 
down.  FJKM pastor Valisoa Rafanonerantsoa was also detained on 20 May 2010 and 
given temporary liberty after 75 days in jail.  Tragically, on 20 May 2010 Pastor 
Ranaivo Rivo Arson was shot while he stood at the edge of a public road with his wife, 
and died the next morning.  Pastors Valisoa and Rivo had been part of a group of 
pastors who held a series of public worship services to pray for the nation. The 219th 
General Assembly of the PC(USA) (2010) adopted an overture expressing concern over 
the threats to democracy and church leaders in Madagascar and encouraging 
Presbyterians to engage in advocacy with members of Congress to support democracy 
and rule of law.

International human rights organizations such as Amnesty International and Reporters 
Without Borders have regularly spoken out against the human rights abuses by the 
Rajoelina regime.

Of particular concern is the impunity accorded those who violate human rights.  The 
State Department’s 2009 Human Rights Report for Madagascar noted that “the de facto 
government's security forces continued to operate with impunity.”  As an example, the 
report mentions the case of Mrs. Claudia Randrianandrasana who was shot in the leg in 
front of HJRA hospital on 26 September 2009 by “a soldier later associated with the 
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Special Intervention Force (FIS),” a shady new force created by the regime.  The 
intoxicated soldier who shot her was never brought to justice.
 
Political manipulation of the judiciary is a further concern.  Amnesty International has 
expressed “serious concerns … about political interference in the administration of 
justice.” An 18 November 2010 report of the International Crisis Group said: “Today, 
the judicial system is broken down.” The US State Department’s 2009 Human Rights 
Report for Madagascar remarked:  “Although the constitution and law provide for an 
independent judiciary, the judiciary was susceptible to executive influence at all levels, 
and corruption remained a serious problem. This worsened under the de facto 
government, and the use or threat of intimidation surrounded every major judicial 
decision since March 17 (2009).”

One such case is the trial of those individuals whom the de facto government has 
accused of responsibility for the shooting deaths of about 30 demonstrators who tried 
to take over the presidential palace on 7 February 2009.  Both the United States and 
the United Nations called for the perpetrators to be brought to justice.  The United 
States and Amnesty International called for an independent international investigation, 
but none was ever conducted.  Instead, the de facto authorities accused former 
president Ravalomanana and others of ordering the shootings; they were convicted in 
late August 2010.   Fourteen of them were given life sentences despite the political 
nature of the trial and lack of evidence.  The International Crisis Group has called for 
the trial to be annulled.

Environmental Exploitation and Degradation

The crisis has seen a surge in activities detrimental to Madagascar’s unique plant and 
animal life.  These activities include: killing lemurs and turtles for food, trafficking in 
rare animals, illegal logging, and cutting of native forests for charcoal production.  The 
cutting of precious woods in national parks, particularly in the northeast, has been 
particularly damaging, not only because of the environmental damage it has caused 
but because the revenue has been used to sustain and finance the illegal regime.  The 
September 2010 issue of National Geographic provides a good overview of the 
environmental consequences of the crisis.

In October 2010, Global Witness and the Environmental Investigation Agency published 
a report entitled Investigation into the Global Trade in Malagasy Precious Woods: 
Rosewood, Ebony and Pallisander that describes how Chinese companies have been 
importing vast quantities of precious woods illegally cut from Madagascar’s national 
parks. This wood is used to make pieces of furniture that fetch up to $1 million. The 
report cites claims by one company, thought to have imported more than 60% of 
Malagasy rosewood sent to China, that Andry Rajoelina is personally involved in this 
environmental pillage.  The report also presents evidence of the regime’s involvement 
in “state-sanctioned laundering of illegal wood”. Several news agencies (including the 
BBC and Mongabay) have put out articles based on this report, and a companion video 
was released in early November, 2010.

Many countries are also eager to exploit Madagascar’s mineral wealth.  Madagascar 
has significant deposits of uranium, iron, oil, and gold, as well as sapphires and other 
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precious stones.  The de facto authorities have recently initiated discussions with a 
number of countries, including Iran, China, Pakistan, and Turkey, with an eye to 
developing extractive industries.  Pakistan and Turkey have joined France and the 
Vatican as the only governments to recognize the de facto regime, while Iran has 
announced its intention to open an embassy in Antananarivo. The Chinese company 
WISCO has signed a contract with Madagascar to mine iron ore that involved a $100 
million payment to the de facto authorities, the money to be controlled by the 
presidency.

Economic Impact of the Crisis

Madagascar is one of the world’s poorest nations.  Between 2003 and 2008, it achieved 
robust and steady economic growth at annual rates of 5% -7% in the context of a 
democratic government and a market economy. Since the coup d’état, the economy 
has collapsed, with negative growth expected in the current year. According to the 
International Food Policy Research Institute, Madagascar has become the ninth most 
severe hunger crisis in the world. Roughly a quarter of a million jobs have been lost, in 
part because of the withdrawal of access to concessionary US textile tariffs under the 
African Growth and Opportunity Act at the end of 2009.  Child labor has increased 
alarmingly as families struggle to survive.  Child prostitution is also reportedly on the 
rise. In an effort to slow the dramatic decline in Madagascar’s economically important 
tourism industry, the de facto regime has eased visa restrictions, a move which raises 
the risk of increased sex tourism.  A hard-pressed population is confronting an 
increase in crime and robbery, but public order and protection seem to be low 
priorities for the current government.  Progress in achieving the Millennium Challenge 
goals including access to safe drinking water and access to adequate health care has 
suffered greatly.

Many of these economic effects are experienced most intensely by women.  For most 
women, an already difficult situation is exacerbated by increased difficulty in obtaining 
fuel (firewood) and water to care for their families. Women face greater obstacles in 
finding employment, and when they do, they continue to earn only about 70% of the 
income that men do for the same work. Increased sex tourism makes women and girls 
especially vulnerable to abuse and exploitation.

Many nations have withheld aid to the unconstitutional government, prompting deep 
cuts in public funding for health and education.  In a nation which experiences a 
maternal mortality rate of 469 per 100,000 live births – or about eight deaths a day – 
the contraction of medical services is likely to impede efforts to reduce the incidence 
of maternal deaths.

Military Assistance and Arms Sales

France is providing military advisors, armed forces training and equipment for the de 
facto regime. Equipment has included a surveillance aircraft presented in June 2009.  
On two occasions French military officers have received decorations from the de facto 
authorities. France invited 40 soldiers from Madagascar’s coup d’état military to 
parade down the Champs Elysées in Paris on 14 July 2010 to help France celebrate 
Bastille Day.  France’s military assistance prompted Deputy Assistant Secretary of State 



Karl Wycoff to state in January 2010: “We find military assistance is particularly 
problematic and question why anyone would want to continue military assistance to a 
non-constitutional government.”
 
A French company, Lacroix Défense & Sécurité, has also been trying to sell defense 
equipment to the regime’s armed forces.  The company took part in a recent 
conference in Madagascar to secure contacts with “operators using equipment and 
material for defense (police, gendarmerie, armed forces, etc…)”. Their catalog offers a 
full range of defense materials, emphasizing non-lethal products such as tear gas, but 
includes offensive grenades.  In an article in Midi-Madagasikara on 2 November, one of 
the conference sponsors stated that a participating foreign firm “proposes to sell arms 
and bombs”. In another development, the president of a Luxembourg airport security 
company stated in November that arms and explosives from Somalia were being 
transported to Madagascar, then smuggled to Europe and other places by plane. 

- 20 November 2010, Madagascar Mission Network
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