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Working Group on the use of mercenaries as a means of violating human rights and impeding the exercise of the right of peoples to self-determination 
Official visit to the Republic of Cyprus
 16 to 24 January 2025
 
Preliminary findings
At the invitation of the Government of the Republic of Cyprus, the Working Group on the use of mercenaries undertook an official mission from 16 to 24 January. As Chair-Rapporteur of the Working Group, joined by my fellow member Michelle Small, we wish to thank the Government for its quick response in granting us the invitation to visit. I thank the Ministry of Foreign Affairs for assisting us in our visit. We are also very grateful to colleagues at the United Nations Peacekeeping Force in Cyprus (UNFICYP) for their valuable support and assistance. 
We held meetings in Nicosia, Limassol and Larnaca with Government representatives including from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Ministry of Defense, Shipping Deputy Ministry, Cyprus Police, Cyprus Shipping Chamber and the Cyprus Centre for Land, Open Seas and Port Security (CYCLOPS). We also met representatives from the United Nations, private maritime security companies,[footnoteRef:2] land-based private security companies, training entities for private security companies working in both maritime and non-maritime sectors, lawyers, non-government organizations and other civil society representatives. We sincerely thank every interlocutor who made the time to meet with us and share their experience and expertise with us. The Working Group regrets, however, that it could not meet with the national human rights institution and other Government entities that it requested to meet with.  [2:  This is not to be confused with Private Military and Security Companies (PMSCs).] 

Context of the visit 
From the outset, we wish to clarify that we did not find any particular information on mercenarism in the Republic of Cyprus. Our visit here stems from a thematic report we presented to the General Assembly two years ago on the use of private military and security companies and related actors in the maritime context.[footnoteRef:3] Through research for this report, the Working Group noted that the Republic of Cyprus has had a number of positive initiatives in this area. Our visit here is thus to assess the challenges related to mercenarism, mercenary-related actors and private military and security companies, with a particular focus on the maritime sector, and the impact of these actors on human rights. We also assessed the existing regulatory framework to address these challenges and any existing good practices. [3:  A/77/268. ] 

PRELIMINARY OBSERVATIONS 
The Working Group notes the important role that the Republic of Cyprus currently has through its recent appointment as a member of the Human Rights Council, and in the forthcoming Presidency of the Council of the European Union next year. In these functions, the issue of security and human rights will be a critical focus of discussions.  The Republic of Cyprus is also a candidate for re-election to the Council of the International Maritime Organization (IMO).
· International commitments and obligations 
The positive initiatives that the Republic of Cyprus has undertaken have included the ratification of the main international human rights treaty as well the 1989 Convention against the Recruitment, Use, Financing and Training of Mercenaries. It is also signatory to the Montreux Document on Private Military and Security Companies (PMSCs), which sets out pertinent international legal obligations and good practices related to PMSCs during armed conflict.
In the maritime context, the Republic of Cyprus has ratified the UN Convention on the Law of the Sea and is a party to all the main Conventions of the International Maritime Organizations and the International Labour Organization (ILO), including MLC 2006 which safeguards the rights of seafarers.
· Maritime context 
The Republic of Cyprus is among the main maritime powers of the world with the 11th largest fleet globally and the 3rd largest fleet in Europe, comprising over 2200 ocean-going vessels totaling 21 million gross tons.[footnoteRef:4] It is estimated that approximately 4 per cent of the world’s fleet is managed from the Republic of Cyprus. It plays a prominent role in forming global maritime policies, with a strong presence in maritime affairs and fora, including through the Council of the IMO. [4:  See https://csc-cy.org/cyprus-a-leading-maritime-center/. ] 

The use of private security companies in the maritime context[footnoteRef:5] has grown over the years in response to the increase of common threats of piracy, terrorism, attempted robberies and unlawful attacks against passage of vessels in the seas, especially in high-risk areas which have included the Northwest Indian Ocean, the Arabian Sea, the Red Sea, the Gulf of Guinea and Gulf of Aden. A demand for armed private maritime security companies to counter these threats  led to a need to ensure regulation and standards were in place to manage and provide safeguards in the use of armed private guards on board Republic of Cyprus-flag vessels.  [5:   The Working Group notes that the maritime security industry and the shipping industry in the Republic of Cyprus use the term “private maritime security company”. The Working Group does not use that particular terminology.] 

In 2012, Law 77(1) on the protection of Cyprus ships against acts of piracy and other unlawful acts was adopted with oversight by the Deputy Shipping Ministry to enhance the security of ships flying the Republic of Cyprus flag while at sea and also to provide the regulatory framework for the use of privately contracted unarmed and armed security personnel on board Republic of Cyprus ships sailing through high risk-areas. The law’s scope goes beyond acts of piracy and addresses all forms of unlawful acts against a ship.
To further strengthen the standards for the use of security personnel at sea, the Republic of Cyprus has issued several circulars aligned with standards of the International Maritime Organization and a number of International Organization for Standarization (ISO) standards to ensure quality control on all operations of its ships. These include ISOs on the evaluation and certification of a Private Ship Security Company; the procedure for the issuance and amendment of a Ship Certificate to allow the use of services of a Private Ship Security Company in the high-risk area; and a procedure on actions to renew or amend a Private Ship Security Company Certificate.  Several private maritime security companies we spoke to referred consistently to ISO 28007 as a critical standard for private maritime security companies providing privately contracted armed security personnel and who seek certification.
The combination of legislation and international standards to regulate the use of private maritime security companies by the Republic of Cyprus is quite exemplary. We understand Law 77(1) has been a model law for other flag States.  As a result of the high benchmark of standards, the Shipping Deputy Ministry of the Republic of Cyprus has issued certificates to only 12 private maritime security companies that are permitted to provide armed security personnel to Republic of Cyprus flag ships.  The delegation was able to meet with some of these companies and was quite impressed with the level of vetting, due diligence checks and compliance that are required in order to receive certification. 
The Working Group was told that to date there have been no major incidents or violations committed by private security personnel on board Republic of Cyprus flag ships, and we can see the connection between robust standards and compliance with this positive report. Yet, we would like to highlight the need to also ensure that adequate complaint and grievance mechanisms are in place to strengthen accountability and access to justice for potential human rights abuses occurring in the maritime context, where private security company personnel operate. 
The Working Group hopes that the high standards in place for the use of private maritime security companies will continue to be upheld. As such, it sees the need for consistent follow up to ensure that IMO circulars are complied with and that greater oversight is extended to ensure all actors on ships operate in alignment with these instructions. Training should also be robust for crew members and Masters of the ships, and this should be cross-checked with the training required of private maritime security companies to ensure coherence. The Working Group sees value in also adding human rights principles into the various circulars and instructions with regards to the use of private security personnel, especially when they are armed and can execute use of force. 
· Private Security Companies operating on land 
There are approximately 230 private security companies in the Republic of Cyprus (non-maritime operations), with around 4,600 individuals working within companies and 1,100 self-employed persons who are licensed to act as private security guards. The presence of private security personnel can be found in all areas of life across the country, including at shopping malls, schools, car parks, hotels, construction sites, private residences, courts, political offices, shipping, border management, airports, among others.  
[bookmark: _Hlk188250744][bookmark: _Hlk188470272]The private security industry is regulated by Law 125(Ι)/2007, (also referred to as “the Private Security Services΄ Law”). It establishes a legal framework for the licensing requirements and operational standards of providers of private security services, both companies[footnoteRef:6] and individual security personnel, in the Republic of Cyprus. The competent national authority in charge of private security companies and personnel are controlled and inspected by the Office for Handling Issues Related to Private Security Services at Police Headquarters. This office is responsible for licensing and authorizations of private security companies and personnel. Currently, there are around six staff in this office, covering the licensing of private security actors for the whole country.  [6:  While the specific term “private military and security company” is not recognized, private security companies are classified into three categories, either providing general security services; private offices providing special security services; or private investigative services offices.  ] 

Law 125(1)/2007 provides certain criteria in order to obtain private security guard licenses, which include being a citizen of the Republic of Cyprus or another Member State of the European Union; no criminal record; no disciplinary action or discharge from civil service or the military; does not hold government job; and does not suffer psychological illness which may prevent the performance of one’s duties.[footnoteRef:7] A license is certified by the aforementioned  office in the Police department, and is valid for five years (renewable).   [7:  Article 7 of Law 125(Ι)/2007.] 

Private security personnel in the Republic of Cyprus are not permitted to use weapons when carrying out their duties.[footnoteRef:8] Such functions remain within the sole jurisdiction of the national police. However, when security personnel are in direct contact with an offender and police officers are not present in the scene, they have the power to arrest and execute appropriate use of force to contain any individual – if the apprehended crime is punishable with two years or more imprisonment.  [8:  While it is prohibited to issue a licence for possession, use, acquisition or transfer of explosives or ammunition or an offensive weapon or firearm to a private security guard as per Article 18, the possession, use, acquisition or transfer of a category D firearm under the Acquisition, Possession, Transfer and Import of Firearms and Non-Firearms and Related Matters Law is permitted such as firearms for hunting.] 

All companies are required to submit annually a list of the names of the persons who are employed as security guards or members of their staff, in accordance with Article 10 (3). The Working Group welcomes the establishment of an official digitized national registry, which keeps a record of persons and companies licensed to provide private security services within the country.[footnoteRef:9] If such a registry were made available or partially accessible to the public, grounded in a human rights-based approach to data, it would help to improve transparency and public scrutiny within this sector.  [9:  Article 3 of Law 125(Ι)/2007.] 

In the event that during the year any change occurs in relation to the submitted lists, such as dismissal, resignation or in any other way termination of employment of a security guard or staff member, the company shall inform the Police in writing, no later than five working days. If a private security company or personnel is found not to comply with any obligation imposed, their license may be suspended, revoked or not renewed. Criminal and administrative sanctions are also stipulated for companies and individuals in cases of non-compliance, namely a person who (a) provides security services beyond those specified in the authorized services; (b) works as a guard, contrary to the provisions of the Law; (c) allows the operation of the Office without authorization by the police; or (d) employs security guards without authorization by the police may be found guilty of a criminal offence. In case of conviction, the penalties are imprisonment for a period of two years or less and/or a fine of up to €30.000.[footnoteRef:10] [10:  Article 21 of Law 125(Ι)/2007.] 

The Working Group was informed that the Government intends to amend the legislation on private security services to redefine and distinguish licenses between those offering security services and technical security experts, as well as expand their powers. At the operational level, the Working Group considers that further measures can be taken to strengthen vetting, monitoring and oversight of the activities of private security companies and personnel to ensure accountability for human rights abuses committed by those actors. 
The Working Group notes that there is no specific mandate for implementing a thorough vetting and complaint process to verify whether private security companies and personnel have been implicated in human rights abuses. The Working Group was informed that victims and survivors of abuses can submit complaints directly to the police, as well as in the case of employees with their own respective companies.  Similarly, the Working Group observed that some security personnel are not aware of their actual functions, reporting obligations and the complaint mechanisms in place. It thus recommends that the Republic of Cyprus considers establishing a coordinated and independent mechanism to monitor and oversee the private security sector. The Working Group did not receive any information on the rate of investigations, prosecutions and appropriate sanctions on human rights abuses committed by private security companies and personnel. 
Additionally, the Working Group considers that training criteria and curricula provide a key opportunity to raise awareness about human rights and to train personnel to carry out their functions, to recognize human rights impacts, to identify the occurrence of human rights abuses and to learn about the complaint mechanisms in place. While the curriculum for the three-day training offers a wide variety of topics, the Working Group notes that there appears to be no dedicated modules for human rights risk and impact assessments, vetting for human rights abuses, training on weapons management,[footnoteRef:11] training on physical apprehension of individuals, incident reporting, ongoing monitoring and grievances. The Working Group recommends the Republic of Cyprus to take the necessary measures to ensure the continuous improvement and development of the vocational training of private security personnel provided by private security companies and institutions, including on human rights, respect for cultural diversity and sexual exploitation and abuse, and consider adopting measures to ensure increased harmonization and continuity of refresher courses. [11:  Especially if the new Bill will expand by allowing private security personnel to hold firearms etc. ] 

The Working Group also notes that raising the bar for standards and oversight over private security companies on land will also provide critical safeguards against human rights abuses and illicit activities. With the multi-faceted security threats existing in our world today – both online and offline, as well as domestically and internationally – it is critical that the Republic of Cyprus remains vigilant on regulation, compliance and oversight to ensure these safeguards prevent illicit activities and also strengthen protection human rights.  
· Domestic application of the 1989 International Convention against the Recruitment, Use, Financing and Training of Mercenaries 
During the visit, we were informed by officials that there are no reported cases of nationals of the Republic of Cyprus being involved with mercenary groups active in hostilities, or any instances of mercenaries being transferred to other countries through the Republic of Cyprus. In light of the upward global trends in mercenarism and mercenary-related activities, the Working Group recommends the Republic of Cyprus to consider incorporating into domestic law, the prohibition on the recruitment, training, financing and use of mercenaries, and to also provide stipulations to enable the extradition of suspected mercenaries. 
Conclusion
The Republic of Cyprus has made notable strides towards regulating and strengthening standards governing private security companies within the maritime sector. Its commitment to safety and compliance in the use of armed guards on its flag ships in high-risk areas at sea is commendable. High standards and compliance are critical in ensuring protection against human rights abuses or criminal activities, especially given that arms and use of force can be used in these contexts. 
While recognizing the positive steps that have been taken by the Republic of Cyprus to regulate private security companies in the maritime context, the same high standards and scrutiny needs to be applied to those operating on land.  With such a high number of private security personnel in the country, we highlight the need to establish an independent and proper oversight body or mechanism to effectively oversee these operations, and to ensure that private security actors are not engaged in human rights abuses. The new amendments to the law on private security companies will provide an opportunity for human rights standards to be incorporated. 
The Working Group stands ready to cooperate with the Government of the Republic of Cyprus as well as the private security industry, both maritime and land-based, to ensure that the delivery of private security services respects the full range of human rights of those it serves. 
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