
Le#er	from	the	Execu/ve	Board		
Hello,		

I	welcome	you	all	to	the	commi#ee	simula/on	of	United	Na/ons	Human	Rights	
Council.Let’s	understand	one	thing	at	the	very	outset.	That	being,	the	basic	
purpose	of	such	kind	of	academic	simula/on	is	to	provide	the	dais	to	students	
to	come	and	speak.	 
Human	Rights	Council	is	the	only	council	where	the	discussion	and	delibera/on	
can	take	place	without	the	walls	of	sovereignty,	simply	because	of	the	fact	that	
even	the	state	doesn't	have	the	right	to	give	human	rights. 
They	could	only	be	recognised.	And	therefore,	actual	debate	takes	place	in	an	
HRC	simula/on.  
 
Why	we	chose	this	agenda	is	because	in	our	efforts	to	address	the	problems	
that	plague	the	world	we	oLen	forget	our	very	own	instruments	of	change.	If	
the	number	of	people	commi#ed	to	amending	the	situa/ons	in	the	world	
diminishes	then	the	world	would	not	remain	a	safe	haven	anywhere	in	the	
planet.		

People	all	over	the	world	strive	for	the	realisa/on	of	human	rights	according	to	
their	circumstances	and	in	their	own	way.	The	names	of	some	human	rights	
defenders	are	interna/onally	recognised,	but	the	majority	of	defenders	remain	
unknown.	Whether	an	individual	works	as	a	local	government	official,	a	
policeman	upholding	the	law	or	an	entertainer	using	his	or	her	posi/on	to	
highlight	injus/ces,	all	can	play	a	role	in	the	advancement	of	human	rights.	The	
key	is	to	look	at	how	such	people	act	to	support	human	rights	and,	in	some	
instances,	to	see	whether	a	“special	effort”	is	made.		

It	is	impossible	to	catalogue	the	huge	variety	of	contexts	in	which	human	rights	
defenders	are	ac/ve.	However,	common	to	most	defenders	are	a	commitment	
to	helping	others,	a	commitment	to	interna/onal	human	rights	standards,	a	
belief	in	equality	and	in	non-discrimina/on,	determina/on	and,	in	many	
instances,	tremendous	courage.		

Therefore	as	the	HRC	it	is	impera/ve	that	we	treat	our	own	instruments	of	aid	
with	skilled	protec/on	measures.	And	it	should	be	our	concern	that	we	help	
them	do	their	work	without	feeling	threatened	or	without	hassles.		



As	your	chairperson,	ill	be	looking	forward	to	a	fruiTul	discussion	and	
delibera/on,	and	not	just	a	verbal	repe//on	of	whatever	is	wri#en	in	the	
background	guide.	Considering	the	fact	that	this	document	is	known	as	a	
background	guide,	let	it	be	the	document	which	establishes	a	rough	
background	for	the	understanding	of	the	real	problem,	and	research	and	
debate	accordingly.	For	any	further	help,	you	are	free	to	contact	me.	I’ll	be	
more	than	happy	to	help	you	:)	 
 
Devesh	Gupta	 
Chairperson	  
8527214714  
contactdevesh@icloud.com	



Defini&on	of	the	term	and	what	being	a	HR	Defender	
entails		
“Human	rights	defender”	is	a	term	used	to	describe	people	who,	individually	
or	with	others,	act	to	promote	or	protect	human	rights.	Human	rights	
defenders	are	iden/fied	above	all	by	what	they	do	and	it	is	through	a	
descrip/on	of	their	ac/ons	(sec/on	A	below)	and	of	some	of	the	contexts	in	
which	they	work	(sec/on	B	below)	that	the	term	can	best	be	explained.		

Sec&on	A	:	What	they	do		

1.	All	human	rights	for	all		

To	be	a	human	rights	defender,	a	person	can	act	to	address	any	human	right	(or	
rights)	on	behalf	of	individuals	or	groups.	Human	rights	defenders	seek	the	
promo/on	and	protec/on	of	civil	and	poli/cal	rights	as	well	as	the	promo/on,	
protec/on	and	realisa/on	of	economic,	social	and	cultural	rights.		

Human	rights	defenders	address	any	human	rights	concerns,	which	can	be	as	
varied	as,	for	example,	summary	execu/ons,	torture,	arbitrary	arrest	and	
deten/on,	female	genital	mu/la/on,	discrimina/on,	employment	issues,	
forced	evic/ons,	access	to	health	care,	and	toxic	waste	and	its	impact	on	the	
environment.	Defenders	are	ac/ve	in	support	of	human	rights	as	diverse	as	the	
rights	to	life,	to	food	and	water,	to	the	highest	a#ainable	standard	of	health,	to	
adequate	housing,	to	a	name	and	a	na/onality,	to	educa/on,	to	freedom	of	
movement	and	to	non-discrimina/on.	They	some/mes	address	the	rights	of	
categories	of	persons,	for	example	women’s	rights,	children’s	rights,	the	rights	
of	indigenous	persons,	the	rights	of	refugees	and	internally	displaced	persons,	
and	the	rights	of	na/onal,	linguis/c	or	sexual	minori/es.		

2.	Human	rights	everywhere		

Human	rights	defenders	are	ac/ve	in	every	part	of	the	world:	in	States	that	are	
divided	by	internal	armed	conflict	as	well	as	States	that	are	stable;	in	States	
that	are	non-democra/c	as	well	as	those	that	have	a	strong	democra/c	
prac/ce;	in	States	that	are	developing	economically	as	well	as	those	that	are	
classified	as	developed.	They	seek	to	promote	and	protect	human	rights	in	the	
context	of	a	variety	of	challenges,	including	HIV/AIDS,	development,	migra/on,	
structural	adjustment	policies	and	poli/cal	transi/on.		



3.	Local,	na/onal,	regional	and	interna/onal	ac/on		

The	majority	of	human	rights	defenders	work	at	the	local	or	na/onal	level,	
suppor/ng	respect	for	human	rights	within	their	own	communi/es	and	
countries.	In	such	situa/ons,	their	main	counterparts	are	local	authori/es	
charged	with	ensuring	respect	for	human	rights	within	a	province	or	the	
country	as	a	whole.	However,	some	defenders	act	at	the	regional	or	
interna/onal	level.	They	may,	for	example,	monitor	a	regional	or	worldwide	
human	rights	situa/on	and	submit	informa/on	to	regional	or	interna/onal	
human	rights	mechanisms,	including	the	other	special	rapporteurs	of	the	
United	Na/ons	Human	Rights	Council	and	treaty	bodies.	Increasingly,	the	work	
of	human	rights	defenders	is	mixed,	with	the	focus	being	on	local	and	na/onal	
human	rights	issues,	but	with	defenders	making	contact	with	regional	and	
interna/onal	mechanisms	which	can	support	them	in	improving	human	rights	
in	their	countries.		

4.	Collec/ng	and	dissemina/ng	informa/on	on	viola/ons		

Human	rights	defenders	inves/gate,	gather	informa/on	regarding	and	report	
on	human	rights	viola/ons.	They	may,	for	example,	use	lobbying	strategies	to	
bring	their	reports	to	the	a#en/on	of	the	public	and	of	key	poli/cal	and	judicial	
officials	with	a	view	to	ensuring	that	their	inves/ga/ve	work	is	given	
considera/on	and	that	human	rights	viola/ons	are	addressed.	Most	commonly,	
such	work	is	conducted	through	human	rights	organisa/ons,	which	periodically	
publish	reports	on	their	findings.	However,	informa/on	may	also	be	gathered	
and	reported	by	an	individual	focusing	on	one	specific	instance	of	human	rights	
abuse.		

5.	Suppor/ng	vic/ms	of	human	rights	viola/ons		

A	very	large	propor/on	of	the	ac/vi/es	of	human	rights	defenders	can	be	
characterised	as	ac/ng	in	support	of	vic/ms	of	human	rights	viola/ons.	
Inves/ga/ng	and	repor/ng	on	viola/ons	can	help	end	ongoing	viola/ons,	
prevent	their	repe//on	and	assist	vic/ms	in	taking	their	cases	to	courts.	Some	
human	rights	defenders	provide	professional	legal	advice	and	represent	vic/ms	
in	the	judicial	process.	Others	provide	vic/ms	with	counselling	and	
rehabilita/on	support.		

6.	Ac/on	to	secure	accountability	and	to	end	impunity		

Many	human	rights	defenders	work	to	secure	accountability	for	respect	for	
human	rights	legal	standards.	In	its	broadest	sense,	this	might	involve	lobbying	



authori/es	and	advoca/ng	greater	efforts	by	the	State	to	implement	the	
interna/onal	human	rights	obliga/ons	it	has	accepted	by	its	ra/fica/on	of	
interna/onal	trea/es.		

In	more	specific	instances,	the	focus	on	accountability	can	lead	human	rights	
defenders	to	bear	witness,	either	in	a	public	forum	(for	example,	a	newspaper)	
or	before	a	court	or	tribunal,	to	human	rights	viola/ons	that	have	already	
occurred.	In	this	way,	defenders	contribute	to	securing	jus/ce	on	behalf	of	
vic/ms	in	specific	cases	of	human	rights	viola/on	and	to	breaking	pa#erns	of	
impunity,	thereby	preven/ng	future	viola/ons.	A	significant	number	of	
defenders,	frequently	through	organisa/ons	established	for	the	purpose,	focus	
exclusively	on	ending	impunity	for	viola/ons.	The	same	groups	of	defenders	
might	also	work	to	strengthen	the	State’s	capacity	to	prosecute	perpetrators	of	
viola/ons,	for	example	by	providing	human	rights	training	for	prosecutors,	
judges	and	the	police.		

7.	Suppor/ng	be#er	governance	and	government	policy		

Some	human	rights	defenders	focus	on	encouraging	a	Government	as	a	whole	
to	fulfill	its	human	rights	obliga/ons,	for	example	by	publicising	informa/on	on	
the	Government’s	record	of	implementa/on	of	human	rights	standards	and	
monitoring	progress	made.	Some	defenders	focus	on	good	governance,	
advoca/ng	in	support	of	democra/sa/on	and	an	end	to	corrup/on	and	the	
abuse	of	power,	and	providing	training	to	a	popula/on	on	how	to	vote	and	why	
their	par/cipa/on	in	elec/ons	is	important.		

8.	Contribu/ng	to	the	implementa/on	of	human	rights	trea/es		

Human	rights	defenders	make	a	major	contribu/on,	par/cularly	through	their	
organisa/ons,	to	the	implementa/on	of	interna/onal	human	rights	trea/es.	
Many	non-governmental	organisa/ons	(NGOs)	and	intergovernmental	
organisa/ons	help	to	establish	housing,	health	care	and	sustainable	income-
genera/on	projects	for	poor	and	marginalised	communi/es.	They	offer	training	
in	essen/al	skills	and	provide	equipment	such	as	computers	to	give	
communi/es	improved	access	to	informa/on.		

This	group	merits	par/cular	a#en/on	as	its	members	are	not	always	described	
as	human	rights	defenders	and	they	themselves	may	not	use	the	term	“human	
rights”	in	a	descrip/on	of	their	work,	focusing	instead	on	terms	such	as	
“health”,	“housing”	or	“development”	which	reflect	their	area	of	ac/vity.	
Indeed,	many	of	these	ac/vi/es	in	support	of	human	rights	are	described	in	



general	terms	as	development	ac/on.	Many	NGOs	and	United	Na/ons	bodies	
fall	within	these	categories.	Their	work,	as	much	as	that	of	other	human	rights	
defenders,	is	central	to	respect	for	and	protec/on	and	achievement	of	human	
rights	standards,	and	they	need	and	deserve	the	protec/on	given	to	their	
ac/vi/es	by	the	Declara/on	on	human	rights	defenders.		

9.	Human	rights	educa/on	and	training		

Further	ac/on	of	significance	undertaken	by	human	rights	defenders	is	the	
provision	of	human	rights	educa/on.	In	some	instances,	educa/on	ac/vi/es	
take	the	form	of	training	for	the	applica/on	of	human	rights	standards	in	the	
context	of	a	professional	ac/vity,	for	example	by	judges,	lawyers,	police	
officers,	soldiers	or	human	rights	monitors.	In	other	instances,	educa/on	may	
be	broader	and	involve	teaching	about	human	rights	in	schools	and	universi/es	
or	dissemina/ng	informa/on	on	human	rights	standards	to	the	general	public	
or	to	vulnerable	popula/ons.		

In	summary,	the	gathering	and	dissemina/on	of	informa/on,	advocacy	and	the	
mobilisa/on	of	public	opinion	are	oLen	the	most	common	tools	used	by	
human	rights	defenders	in	their	work.	As	outlined	in	this	sec/on,	however,	
they	also	provide	informa/on	to	empower	or	train	others.	They	ac/vely	
par/cipate	in	the	provision	of	the	material	means	necessary	to	make	human	
rights	a	reality	–	building	shelter,	providing	food,	strengthening	development,	
etc.	They	work	on	democra/c	transforma/on	in	order	to	increase	the	
par/cipa/on	of	people	in	the	decision-	making	that	shapes	their	lives	and	to	
strengthen	good	governance.	They	also	contribute	to	the	improvement	of	
social,	poli/cal	and	economic	condi/ons,	the	reduc/on	of	social	and	poli/cal	
tensions,	the	building	of	peace,	domes/cally	and	interna/onally,	and	the	
nurturing	of	na/onal	and	interna/onal	awareness	of	human	rights.		

 

 

 

 

 



Sec&on	B	:	Contexts	in	which	a	HR	Defender	can	be	
iden&fied		
There	is	no	specific	defini/on	of	who	is	or	can	be	a	human	rights	defender.	The	
Declara/on	on	human	rights	defenders	(see	annex	I)	refers	to	“individuals,	
groups	and	associa/ons	...	contribu/ng	to	...	the	effec/ve	elimina/on	of	all	
viola/ons	of	human	rights	and	fundamental	freedoms	of	peoples	and	
individuals”	(fourth	preambular	paragraph).		

In	accordance	with	this	broad	categorisa/on,	human	rights	defenders	can	be	
any	person	or	group	of	persons	working	to	promote	human	rights,	ranging	
from	intergovernmental	organisa/ons	based	in	the	world’s	largest	ci/es	to	
individuals	working	within	their	local	communi/es.	Defenders	can	be	of	any	
gender,	of	varying	ages,	from	any	part	of	the	world	and	from	all	sorts	of	
professional	or	other	backgrounds.	In	par/cular,	it	is	important	to	note	that	
human	rights	defenders	are	not	only	found	within	NGOs	and	
intergovernmental	organisa/ons	but	might	also,	in	some	instances,	be	
government	officials,	civil	servants	or	members	of	the	private	sector.		

However,	what	is	most	important	in	characterising	a	person	as	a	human	rights	
defender	is	not	the	person’s	/tle	or	the	name	of	the	organisa/on	he	or	she	
works	for,	but	rather	the	human	rights	character	of	the	work	undertaken.	It	is	
not	essen/al	for	a	person	to	be	known	as	a	“human	rights	ac/vist”	or	to	work	
for	an	organisa/on	that	includes	“human	rights”	in	its	name	in	order	to	be	a	
human	rights	defender.	Many	of	the	staff	of	the	United	Na/ons	serve	as	
human	rights	defenders	even	if	their	day-to-	day	work	is	described	in	different	
terms,	for	example	as	“development”.	Similarly,	the	na/onal	and	interna/onal	
staff	of	NGOs	around	the	world	working	to	address	humanitarian	concerns	can	
typically	be	described	as	human	rights	defenders.	People	educa/ng	
communi/es	on	HIV/AIDS,	ac/vists	for	the	rights	of	indigenous	peoples,	
environmental	ac/vists	and	volunteers	working	in	development	are	also	
playing	a	crucial	role	as	human	rights	defenders.		

1.	Defending	human	rights	through	professional	ac/vi/es	–	paid	or	voluntary 
 
The	most	obvious	human	rights	defenders	are	those	whose	daily	work	
specifically	involves	the	promo/on	and	protec/on	of	human	rights,	for	
example	human	rights	monitors	working	with	na/onal	human	rights	
organisa/ons,	human	rights	ombudsmen	or	human	rights	lawyers.	Those	who	
contribute	to	assuring	jus/ce	–	judges,	the	police,	lawyers	and	other	key	actors	



–	oLen	have	a	par/cular	role	to	play	and	may	come	under	considerable	
pressure	to	make	decisions	that	are	favourable	to	the	State	or	other	powerful	
interests,	such	as	the	leaders	of	organised	crime.	Where	these	actors	in	the	
judicial	process	make	a	special	effort	to	ensure	access	to	fair	and	impar/al	
jus/ce,	and	thereby	to	guarantee	the	related	human	rights	of	vic/ms,	they	can	
be	said	to	be	ac/ng	as	human	rights	defenders.		

2.	Defending	human	rights	in	a	non-professional	context 
 
Many	people	act	as	human	rights	defenders	outside	any	professional	or	
employment	context.	For	example,	a	student	who	organises	other	students	to	
campaign	for	an	end	to	torture	in	prisons	could	be	described	as	a	human	rights	
defender.	An	inhabitant	of	a	rural	community	who	coordinates	a	
demonstra/on	by	members	of	the	community	against	environmental	
degrada/on	of	their	farmland	by	factory	waste	could	also	be	described	as	a	
human	rights	defender.	A	poli/cian	who	takes	a	stand	against	endemic	
corrup/on	within	a	Government	is	a	human	rights	defender	for	his	or	her	
ac/on	to	promote	and	protect	good	governance	and	certain	rights	that	are	
threatened	by	such	corrup/on.	Witnesses	in	court	cases	to	prosecute	the	
perpetrators	of	human	rights	abuses,	and	witnesses	who	provide	informa/on	
to	interna/onal	human	rights	bodies	or	domes/c	courts	and	tribunals	to	help	
them	address	viola/ons,	are	also	considered	to	be	human	rights	defenders	in	
the	context	of	those	ac/ons.		

 
 
 
 
 



Challenges	they	face		
Not	all	human	rights	work	places	human	rights	defenders	at	risk,	and	in	some	
States	defenders	are	generally	well	protected.	However,	the	severity	and	scale	
of	reprisals	commi#ed	against	defenders	were	one	of	the	primary	mo/va/ons	
behind	the	adop/on	of	the	Declara/on	on	human	rights	defenders	and	the	
establishment	of	the	mandate	of	the	Special	Rapporteur	on	the	situa/on	of	
Human	Rights	Defenders.		

The	Special	Rapporteur	has	expressed	concern	for	the	situa/on	of	human	
rights	defenders	in	all	countries,	including	both	emerging	democracies	and	
countries	with	long-established	democra/c	ins/tu/ons,	prac/ces	and	
tradi/ons.	Nevertheless,	special	emphasis	has	been	placed	on	countries	
where:	(a)	internal	armed	conflict	or	severe	civil	unrest	exists;	(b)	the	legal	and	
ins/tu/onal	protec/ons	and	guarantees	of	human	rights	are	not	fully	assured	
or	do	not	exist	at	all.		

A	great	many	human	rights	defenders,	in	every	region	of	the	world,	have	been	
subject	to	viola/ons	of	their	human	rights.	They	have	been	the	target	of	
execu/ons,	torture,	bea/ngs,	arbitrary	arrest	and	deten/on,	death	threats,	
harassment	and	defama/on,	as	well	as	restric/ons	on	their	freedoms	of	
movement,	expression,	associa/on	and	assembly.	Defenders	have	been	the	
vic/ms	of	false	accusa/ons	and	unfair	trial	and	convic/on.		

Viola/ons	most	commonly	target	either	human	rights	defenders	themselves	or	
the	organisa/ons	and	mechanisms	through	which	they	work.	Occasionally,	
viola/ons	target	members	of	defenders’	families,	as	a	means	of	applying	
pressure	to	the	defender.	Some	human	rights	defenders	are	at	greater	risk	
because	of	the	nature	of	the	rights	they	seek	to	protect.	Women	human	rights	
defenders	some/mes	confront	risks	that	are	gender-specific	and	require	
par/cular	a#en/on.		

In	most	cases,	acts	commi#ed	against	human	rights	defenders	are	in	viola/on	
of	both	interna/onal	and	na/onal	law.	In	some	countries,	however,	domes/c	
legisla/on	which	itself	contravenes	interna/onal	human	rights	law	is	used	
against	defenders.		

 
 
 
 



 
RIGHTS		

Rights	that	HR	Defenders	are	en/tled	to	through	the	1998	Declara/on	on	
Human	Rights	Defenders:	

	1.	The	Right	to	be	Protected  
2.	The	Right	to	Freedom	of	Assembly 
3.	The	Right	to	Freedom	of	Associa/on	  
4.	The	Right	to	access	and	communicate	with	Interna/onal	Bodies	 
5.	The	Right	to	Freedom	of	Opinion	and	Expression	 
6.	The	Right	to	Protest 
7.	The	Right	to	develop	and	discuss	new	Human	Right	ideas 
8.	The	Right	to	an	effec/ve	remedy 
9.	The	Right	to	access	funding 
10.	Permissible	deroga/ons	and	the	Right	to	defend	human	rights		

 
 
Protec&on	of	Human	Rights	Defenders		

Due	to	their	efforts	and	objec/ves,	most	HRDs	fall	out	of	line	with	instruments	
of	viola/ons	of	Human	Rights.	Therefore	their	life	is	on	constant	danger	from	>	
firstly	the	surroundings	they	work	in,	>	secondly	from	the	mechanisms	
adopted.	

Protec&on	Mechanisms	adopted		

Following	the	adop/on	of	the	declara/on	on	human	rights	defenders	in	1998,	
a	number	of	ini/a/ves	were	taken,	both	at	the	interna/onal	and	regional	level,	
to	increase	the	protec/on	of	defenders	and	contribute	to	the	full	
implementa/on	of	the	Declara/on.	In	this	context,	the	following	mechanisms	
were	established:		

• 	 	 	The	mandate	of	the	United	Na/ons	Special	Rapporteur	on	human	
rights	defenders	(2000)	  

• 	 	 The	mandate	of	the	Special	Rapporteur	of	the	African	Commission	
on	Human	and	Peoples'	  
Rights	on	human	rights	defenders	(2004)	  



• 	 	 The	Human	Rights	Defenders	Unit	of	the	Inter-American	
Commission	on	Human	Rights	(2001)	  

• 	 	 The	European	Union	Guidelines	on	human	rights	defenders	(2004)	

	 	 In	2008,	the	Observatory	for	the	Protec/on	of	Human	Rights	Defenders,	
a	joint	programme	of	the	Interna/onal	Federa/on	for	Human	Rights	
(FIDH)	and	the	World	Organisa/on	Against	Torture	(OMCT),	took	the	
ini/a/ve	to	gather	for	the	first	/me	all	the	human	rights	defenders’	
ins/tu/onal	mandate-	holders	(created	within	the	United	Na/ons,	the	
African	Commission	on	Human	and	Peoples'	Rights,	the	Inter-American	
Commission	on	Human	Rights,	Council	of	Europe,	the	Organisa/on	for	
Security	and	Coopera/on	in	Europe,	the	European	Union)	to	find	ways	to	
enhance	coordina/on	and	complementari/es	among	themselves	and	
with	NGOs.		In	2010,	a	single	inter-mechanisms	website	was	created,	
gathering	all	relevant	public	informa/on	on	the	ac/vi/es	of	the	different	
human	rights	defenders’	protec/on	mandate-holders	aims	at	increasing	
the	visibility	of	the	documenta/on	produced	by	the	mechanisms	–	press	
releases,	studies,	reports,	statements,	etc.,	as	well	as	of	their	ac/ons	
(country	visits,	ins/tu/onal	events,	trials	observed).  

United	Na&ons	Special	Rapporteur	on	Human	Rights	
Defenders	(2000)		
Historical	background		

In	the	year	2000,	the	Commission	on	Human	Rights	requested	the	Secretary-
General	to	establish	a	mandate	on	human	rights	defenders.	The	Commission‘s	
inten/on	was	to	give	support	to	implementa/on	of	the	Declara/on	on	human	
rights	defenders	and	also	to	gather	informa/on	on	the	situa/on	of	human	
rights	defenders	around	the	world	(see	Resolu/on	2000/61	establishing	the	
mandate).		

In	August	2000,	Ms.	Hina	Jilani	was	named	by	the	Secretary	General	as	Special	
Representa/ve	of	the	Secretary-General	on	the	situa/on	of	human	rights	
defenders.	Her	mandate	was	renewed	by	the	Commission	in	2003	(Resolu/on	
2003/64)	and	by	the	Human	Rights	Council	in	2007	(Resolu/on	5/1).	In	March	



2008,	the	Human	Rights	Council,	with	Resolu/on	7/8,	decided	to	renew	the	
mandate	on	human	rights	defenders	for	a	period	of	three	years.	The	Human	
Rights	Council	appointed	Ms.	Margaret	Sekaggya	as	Special	Rapporteur	on	the	
situa/on	of	human	rights	defenders.		

Mandate		

The	mandate	on	human	rights	defenders	is	broad	and	s/pulates	that	the	
Special	Rapporteur‘s	main	roles	are	to:		

• 	 	 seek,	receive,	examine	and	respond	to	informa/on	on	the	situa/on	
of	human	rights	defenders;	 

• 	 	 establish	coopera/on	and	conduct	dialogue	with	governments	and	
other	interested	actors	on	  
the	promo/on	and	effec/ve	implementa/on	of	the	Declara/on;	 

• 	 	 recommend	effec/ve	strategies	be#er	to	protect	human	rights	
defenders	and	follow	up	on	these	recommenda/ons;	 

• 	 	 integrate	a	gender	perspec/ve	throughout	her	work.	 
 
In	its	resolu/on,	the	Human	Rights	Council	urges	all	governments	to	
cooperate	with	the	Special	Rapporteur	and	to	provide	all	informa/on	
requested.	The	Governments	are	also	urged	to	implement	and	follow-
up	on	her	recommenda/ons.	  
 
 
Working	methods		

 
In	the	fulfillment	of	the	mandate,	the	mandate	holder:	 

• 	 	 presents	annual	reports	to	the	Human	Rights	Council	and	the	
General	Assembly	on	par/cular	topics	or	situa/ons	of	special	
importance	regarding	the	promo/on	and	protec/on	of	the	rights	of	
human	rights	defenders;	 



• 	 	 undertakes	country	visits;	 

• 	 	 takes	up	individual	cases	of	concern	with	Governments.	 

Human	Rights	Defenders	in	Conflict	Areas	with	some	
Case	Studies		
War	should	be	understood	as	an	actual,	inten/onal	and	widespread	armed	
conflict	between	poli/cal	communi/es,	and	therefore	is	defined	as	a	form	of	
poli/cal	violence	or	interven/on.	Conflicts	currently	causing	at	least	1,000	
violent	deaths	per	year(2012-2013),	a	categorisa/on	recognised	by	the	United	
Na/ons	are	:	Internal	conflict	in	Burma(1948),Conflict	in	Afghanistan(1978-
present),Somali	Civil	War	(1991),War	in	north-west	Pakistan(2004),Mexican	
Drug	War(2006),Syrian	civil	war(2011),Iraqi	insurgency(post	US	
withdrawl-2011)	etc.		

Enough	conducts	intensive	field	research	in	areas	plagued	by	genocide	and	
crimes	against	humanity,	develops	prac/cal	policies	to	address	these	crises,	
and	shares	tools	to	empower	ci/zens	and	groups	working	for	change.		

Human	rights	defenders	are	women	and	men	working	for	the	promo/on	and	
protec/on	of	na/onally,	regionally	and	interna/onally	recognised	human	
rights,	including	those	working	on	civil	and	poli/cal	rights	as	well	as	economic,	
social	and	cultural	rights	through	peaceful	means	as	recognised	by	the	UN	
Declara/on	on	Human	Rights	Defenders	adopted	on	9	December	1998.		

Human	Rights	are	guaranteed	under	interna/onal	law	but	working	to	ensure	
that	they	are	realised	and	taking	up	the	cases	of	those	who	have	had	their	
rights	violated	can	be	a	dangerous	business	in	countries	all	around	the	world.	
Human	Rights	Defenders	are	oLen	the	only	force	standing	between	ordinary	
people	and	the	unbridled	power	of	the	state.	They	are	vital	to	the	
development	of	democra/c	processes	and	ins/tu/ons,	ending	impunity	and	
the	promo/on	and	protec/on	of	human	rights.		

Resultant	from	their	work,	human	rights	defenders	face	a	mul/tude	of	
challenges	of	harassment,	deten/on,	torture,	defama/on,	suspension	from	
their	employment,	denial	of	freedom	of	movement	and	difficulty	in	obtaining	
legal	recogni/on	for	their	associa/ons.	In	some	countries	they	are	killed	or	
“disappeared.”		



Over	the	last	few	years,	general	awareness	has	increased	of	the	enormous	risk	
human	rights	defenders	face	in	their	work.	The	risk	is	easy	to	iden/fy	when	
defenders	work	in	hos/le	situa/ons,	for	instance,	if	a	country’s	laws	penalise	
people	who	do	certain	types	of	human	rights	work.	Defenders	are	also	at	risk	
when	the	law	fully	sanc/ons	human	rights	work	on	the	one	hand,	but	fails	to	
punish	those	who	threaten	or	a#ack	defenders	on	the	other.	In	armed	conflict	
situa/ons,	the	risk	becomes	even	higher.		

Apart	from	a	few	chao/c	situa/ons	during	which	a	defender’s	life	may	be	in	
the	hands	of	soldiers	at	a	checkpoint,	the	violence	commi#ed	against	
defenders	can’t	be	called	indiscriminate.	In	most	cases,	violent	a#acks	are	a	
deliberate	and	well-planned	response	to	defenders’	work,	and	linked	to	a	clear	
poli/cal	or	military	agenda.		

These	challenges	require	human	rights	defenders	to	implement	comprehensive	
and	dynamic	security	strategies	in	their	day	to	day	work.	Giving	defenders	well-
meant	advice	or	recommending	that	they	“take	care”	is	not	enough.	Be#er	
security	management	is	key.	This	manual	does	not	offer	tailor-made	solu/ons	
ready	to	be	applied	to	any	scenario.	However,	it	does	try	to	provide	a	set	of	
strategies	aimed	at	improving	defenders’	security	management.		

The	most	effec/ve	security	lessons	come	from	defenders	themselves	-	from	
their	daily	experiences	and	the	tac/cs	and	strategies	they	develop	over	/me	in	
order	to	protect	others	and	their	own	working	environments.	This	manual	
must	therefore	be	understood	as	a	work	in	progress	which	will	need	to	be	
updated	and	adapted	as	we	gather	more	input	from	human	rights	defenders	
working	on	the	front	line.		

There	are	also	lessons	to	be	learned	from	interna/onal	humanitarian	NGOs,	
who	have	recently	started	to	develop	their	own	rules	and	procedures	to	
maintain	staff	security.		

Amnesty	Interna/onal	has	worked	with	human	rights	defenders	for	decades,	
and	during	this	/me,	the	organisa/on	has	witnessed	and	worked	against	a	
range	of	repressive	tac/cs	that	governments	of	every	poli/cal	hue	have	
deployed	to	silence	human	rights	defenders.	Pa#erns	of	repression	have	varied	
over	/me	and	across	context:	in	La/n	America,	for	example,	"disappearances"	
and	death	squad	killings	replaced	poli/cally	mo/vated	imprisonment	in	the	70s	
and	80s	as	favored	tac/cs	for	suppressing	dissen/ng	voices,	tac/cs	which	
allowed	the	military	governments	of	the	/me	to	cover	their	tracks	and	deny	all	
responsibility.	



 
Disappearances,	death	squad	killings	and	poli/cally	mo/vated	imprisonment	
are	used	against	defenders	in	many	countries	around	the	world,	par/cularly	
those	experiencing	armed	conflict	or	severe	civil	unrest.		

In	such	situa/ons,	death	threats	are	a	common	means	of	in/mida/on,	which	
the	police	or	judiciary	neither	inves/gate	nor	punish.	Defenders	working	on	
human	rights	issues	which	have	tradi/onally	been	neglected	or	marginalised	
oLen	face	specific	obstacles	as	a	result.	The	rights	they	uphold	may	be	
especially	contested	or	controversial,	either	because	they	challenge	dominant	
social	norms	or	because	they	are	seen	as	threatening	to	the	established	
poli/cal,	religious	or	economic	order.		

This	includes	human	rights	defenders	working	on	economic,	social	and	cultural	
rights,	sexual	and	reproduc/ve	rights	and	those	defending	the	rights	of	lesbian,	
gay,	bisexual	or	transgender	(LGBT)	people.		

Human	rights	defenders	in	many	countries	are	at	risk	of	being	detained	or	
abducted.	Many	have	been	tortured	or	otherwise	ill-treated	during	cap/vity,	
oLen	in	an	a#empt	to	force	them	to	confess	to	criminal	ac/vity	or	to	retract	
accusa/ons	of	human	rights	viola/ons.Deten/on	safeguards	are	oLen	flouted	
and	many	may	be	held	without	charge.	Others	may	have	spurious	charges	
brought	against	them,	a	pa#ern	AI	has	increasingly	observed	in	countries	
where	the	authori/es	seek	to	tarnish	defenders'	image	and	reputa/on	by	
portraying	them	as	criminals,	terrorists	or	delinquents.		

In	some	cases	charges	are	clearly	fabricated.	In	others,	legi/mate	ac/vi/es	
such	as	convening	a	demonstra/on	or	lodging	an	official	complaint	have	been	
characterised	as	public	order	offences	or	acts	of	libel.	

 
Daily	harassment	of	human	rights	defenders	is	so	common	that	it	oLen	goes	
unreported.	This	may	take	the	form	of	:	surveillance,	phone	tapping,	
restric/ons	on	travel.		

It	is	important	to	be	aware	that	the	main	risk	for	defenders	is	that	threats	oLen	
materialise	into	actual	a#acks.	Aggressors	have	the	will,	the	means	and	the	
impunity	to	put	threats	into	ac/on.	The	best	tool	for	protec/ng	defenders	is	
therefore	poli/cal	ac/on	to	address	the	one,	big,	remaining	issue:	The	need	for	
governments	and	civil	society	to	put	pressure	on	and	act	against	those	who	
day	aLer	day	threaten,	harass	and	kill	defenders.	The	advice	given	in	this	



manual	is	in	no	way	intended	to	replace	the	due	responsibility	of	each	and	all	
governments	to	protect	human	rights	defenders.		

SYRIA:		

The	Syrian	Cons/tu/on	formally	guarantees	a	broad	range	of	human	rights.	
Alongside	the	qualified	protec/ons	of	free	expression	(Ar/cle	38)	and	free	
assembly	(Ar/cle	39)referred	to	above,	it	acknowledges	(for	example)	absolute	
rights	to	equal	treatment	and	opportunity(Ar/cle	25),	due	process	and	
freedom	from	torture	(Ar/cle	28)	and	privacy	of	communica/on	(Ar/cle32).	
The	state	is	also	party	to	several	human	rights	trea/es	including	the	Arab	
Charter	on	Human	Rights,	the	ICCPR,	the	Interna/onal	Covenant	on	Economic,	
Social	and	Cultural	Rights	(ICESCR)	and	the	Conven/on	against	Torture	and	
Other	Cruel,	Inhuman	or	Degrading	Treatment	or	Punishment(CAT).	Insofar	as	
substan/al	reserva/ons	are	permissible	at	all,	Syria	has	not	lodged	any.		

As	a	consequence,	there	are	many	prac/cal	reasons	why	Syrian	individuals	and	
associa/ons	might	concern	themselves	with	human	rights.		

They	enjoy	the	previously	men/oned	freedoms	of	associa/on	and	assembly	
under	Ar/cle	24	of	the	Arab	Charter	on	Human	Rights	and	Ar/cles	21(1)	and	
22(1)	of	the	ICCPR,	for	example.	The	jus/fica/ons	for	the	recogni/on	of	these	
freedoms	transcends	the	individual	rights	of	those	who	associate	together	to	
pursue	them.	It	is	understood	that	bodies	independent	of	the	government	
perform	a	valuable	social	role	by	seeking	out	important	informa/on	and	
expressing	ideas	and	opinions.	Their	func/on	in	this	regard	serves	to	check	
abuses	of	power,	and	they	therefore	act	as	‘social	watchdogs’.		

It	was	in	recogni/on	of	this	that	the	UN	General	Assembly	in	1998	adopted	the	
Declara/on	on	Human	Rights	Defenders.	Ar/cle	5	provides	that	all	peoples	
have	the	right	to	assemble	peacefully	to	form,	join	or	par/cipate	in	NGOs.	
Ar/cle	6	states	that	individuals	have	the	right	to	know,	seek	or	obtain	
informa/on	about	all	human	rights	and	fundamental	freedoms,	as	well	as	the	
right	to	freely	publish,	discuss	or	otherwise	impart	such	informa/on.		

However,	Under	law	93	on	Private	Associa/on,	the	Syrian	authori/es	make	it	a	
prac/cal	impossibility	to	register	human	rights	organisa/ons;	human	rights	
defenders	are	subject	to	intense	scru/ny	and	harassment	by	security	officials;	
are	prevented	from	holding	mee/ngs;	and	banned	from	travelling	abroad.	The	
Syrian	authori/es	are	using	broad	provisions	of	the	Penal	Code	such	as	
‘weakening	the	na/onal	sen/ment’,	to	prosecute	those	who	speak	out	against	
the	state.		



� 	
On	Thursday	28	July	2011,	the	Interna/onal	Bar	Associa/on's	Human	Rights	
Ins/tute	(IBAHRI)	launched	its	fact-finding	report	on	Syria	:	A	watershed	for	the	
rule	of	law.	

IBAHRI	delegates	sought	to	ascertain	how	these	rights	operated	in	prac/ce	by	
mee/ng	ac/vists,	and	they	were	able	to	meet	about	a	dozen	campaigners.	
They	all	worked	individually	or	within	small	organisa/ons.  
It	became	clear	to	the	IBAHRI	delega/on	that	human	rights	ac/vists	within	the	
country	faced	numerous	problems.	Eight	people	cancelled	mee/ngs	in	
circumstances	which	suggested	they	were	very	afraid	to	a#end.	One	person	
was	unable	to	keep	an	appointment	because	he	was	arrested	and	placed	in	
deten/on	about	24	hours	earlier.	Interviewees	described	more	general	hos/lity	
from	the	authori/es	which	made	it	difficult	and	some/mes	dangerous	to	raise	
funds	or	gain	popular	support.		

The	IBAHRI	delega/on	heard	the	following	three	complaints,	among	many	
others:		

(i)	‘There	is	the	difficulty	of	holding	general	assemblies	or	large	mee/ngs,	as	
security	forces	can	disband	the	mee/ngs;	take	our	papers	and	arrest	our	
members.	If	we	decide	to	hold	a	board	mee/ng	we	are	usually	harassed	soon	
aLer	we	have	had	our	mee/ngs,	and	are	interrogated	regarding	the	substance	
of	our	mee/ngs.	We	therefore	communicate	with	each	other	by	email	and	
meet	in	smaller	units	using	our	houses.’		

(ii)	‘We	have	no	financing;	no	office.	We	meet	in	coffee	shops	and	work	
underground.	Most	of	our	members	have	leL	because	of	pressure.	We	are	not	
allowed	to	ask	or	apply	for	funding.	If	we	tried	to	register	outside	the	country,	
we	would	be	penalised.’		

(iii)	‘The	government	accuse	us	of	being	traitors	all	the	/me.	We	are	constantly	
under	the	focus	of	the	authori/es;	I	cannot	enter	any	foreign	embassy	in	Syria.	
As	a	result	of	this	[human	rights]	work,	most	of	my	family	and	friends	have	
severed	rela/ons	with	me.’		

All	of	the	human	rights	ac/vists	who	the	IBAHRI	met	claimed	to	have	
experienced	difficul/es	in	travelling	abroad,	and	some	stated	that	they	had	
been	forbidden	from	leaving	the	country.		

One	law	was	central	to	the	problems	that	the	ac/vists	faced.	All	NGOs	are	
obliged	by	law	to	register	with	the	Ministry	of	Social	Affairs	under	the	1958	



Associa/ons	and	Private	Ins/tu/ons	Law	(‘The	Associa/ons	Law’).	A	failure	to	
do	so	is	not	unlawful	per	se,	but	opera/ng	as	part	of	an	unregistered	
organisa/on	exposes	individuals	to	serious	risk	of	criminal	charges	under	those	
broad	provisions	of	the	Penal	Code	previously	men/oned.	It	has	also	been	
used	as	a	basis	for	disciplinary	ac/on	by	the	Syrian	Bar	Associa/on.	Several	
ac/vists	were	simultaneously	concerned	that	the	registra/on	process	operated	
to	facilitate	state	monitoring	and	control	rather	than	merely	to	organise	
community		

The	world’s	major	interna/onal	organisa/ons	represen/ng	the	legal	profession	
jointly	sent	a	le#er	to	the	United	Na/ons	Secretary-General,	Ban	Ki-Moon,	in	
support	of	the	lawyers	of	Syria,	reportedly	being	harassed,	imprisoned	and	
abused	for	par/cipa/ng	in	peaceful	dissent	or	represen/ng	Syrian	ci/zens	
involved	in	protests.	Signed	by	14	interna/onal	legal	professional	
organisa/ons,	the	le#er	expresses	the	strong	support	of	the	interna/onal	legal	
community	for	those	Syrian	lawyers	being	prevented	by	the	Syrian	authori/es	
from	carrying	out	their	professional	responsibili/es	in	an	independent	and	
impar/al	manner.	The	14	organisa/ons	strongly	condemn	the	ac/ons	of	the	
Syrian	Government,	and	call	upon	the	Syrian	authori/es	to	meet	their	
obliga/ons	embodied	in	the	UN	Basic	Principles	on	the	Role	of	Lawyers.		

KOSOVO:		

Four	years	aLer	the	declara/on	of	independence,	Kosovo	s/ll	faces	the	
challenge	of	becoming	a	state	based	on	the	principles	of	the	rule	of	law,	
democracy	and	human	rights.		

During	past	years,	our	focus	in	Kosovo	has	been	to	contribute	to	the	
improvement	of	the	overall	human	rights	situa/on	in	Kosovo	and	to	strengthen	
and	support	civil	society	actors	ac/ve	in	this	field.	Besides	working	on	building	
up	the	sustainability	of	these	organisa/ons,	we	have	contributed	to	long-term	
work	and	sustainability	regarding	the	actual	issues	and	processes	that	need	to	
be	addressed	and	dealt	with.	One	of	the	main	problems	of	the	civil	society	in	
Kosovo	is	the	weak	watchdog	and	monitoring	func/on.		

The	func/onality	and	effec/veness	of	the	rule	of	law	in	Kosovo	is	hampered	by	
serious	problems	in	the	implementa/on	of	laws	and	their	compliance	with	
human	rights	standards,	weak	access	to	jus/ce,	widespread	corrup/on	and	
impunity.	Within	the	field	of	the	Rule	of	Law,the	main	focus	has	been	to	
strengthen	organisa/ons	that	monitor	implementa/on	of	human	rights	



standards	and	accountability	of	office-holders,	including	the	situa/on	in	
prisons	and	mental	health	facili/es,	and	as	regards	fair	trial	standards.		

Also,	the	human	rights	defenders	in	Kosovo	have	supported	processes	aiming	
at	improving	accountability	and	comba/ng	impunity	for	past	crimes.	Likewise,	
since	corrup/on	is	one	of	the	most	serious	issues	in	Kosovo,	they	have	
supported	the	monitoring	of	an/-corrup/on	mechanisms	in	Kosovo.	Finally,	
with	regard	to	the	weak	access	to	jus/ce	by	the	most	vulnerable	groups,	they	
have	supported	the	provision	of	legal	aid	and	counselling	to	the	Roma,	Ashkali	
and	Egyp/an	communi/es.	This	has	been	carried	out	in	coopera/on	with	our	
partners	the	Kosovo	Center	for	Rehabilita/on	of	Tortured	Vic/ms,	the	
Humanitarian	Law	Center	Kosovo,	the	Civil	Rights	Program	Kosovo,	the	
Organisa/on	for	Democracy,	An/corrup/on	and	Dignity	–	COHU	and	FOL	08	
Movement.		

Within	the	Freedom	of	Expression	programme,	a	more	targeted	support	was	
provided	for	a	long-term	partner,	the	Press	Council	of	Kosovo	(PCK),	to	
strengthen	the	self-regula/on	of	print	media	in	Kosovo	and	at	the	same	/me	to	
improve	the	standards	and	professionalism	of	media.	Today,	the	PCK	has	
increased	its	number	of	board	members,	including	from	the	online	media,	and	
adjudicated	more	than	120	complaints	submi#ed	from	ci/zens.		

In	the	field	of	the	Non-Discrimina/on	Programme,	the	HR	defenders	have	
focussed	on	improving	the	implementa/on	of	the	An/-Discrimina/on	Law	in	
Kosovo	and	its	mechanism,	and	promo/ng	the	rights	of	discriminated	against	
and	marginalised	groups	in	Kosovo.		

Supported	monitoring	related	to	mechanisms	for	the	protec/on	of	human	
rights	,access	to	informa/on	for	minority	communi/es	(through	our	partner	
the	Kosovo	Media	Associa/on	–	KOSMA)	and	promo/on	of	LGBT	rights	in	
Kosovo	(through	our	partner	the	Youth	Ini/a/ve	for	Human	Rights).		

It	is	not	enough	to	condemn	such	a	worrisome	occurrence.	A	threat	to	a	
human	rights	defender,	who	protects	rights	of	others,	is	a	threat	to	democracy.	
Concrete	measures	are	necessary	not	only	to	bring	to	jus/ce	the	perpetrators	
of	these	threats,	but	also	should	be	a	message	of	what	this	society	stands	for:	
protec/on	of	human	rights	and	equal	rights	for	all.		

SOMALIA:		

The	human	rights	situa/on	in	Somalia	remains	poor,	although	there	have	been	
considerable	poli/cal	and	security	changes	during	2012.	The	African	Union	



Mission	in	Somalia	(AMISOM),	with	support	from	the	Somali	Na/onal	Security	
Forces	(SNSF),	gained	significant	territory	from	the	al-Qaeda-linked	terrorist	
group	al-Shabaab,	who	un/l	recently	controlled	much	of	the	southern	area	of	
Somalia.	This	has	improved	humanitarian	access,	but	the	humanitarian	crisis	
remains	dire	and	NGOs	con/nue	to	experience	difficul/es	gaining	access	to	
much	of	Southern	Somalia.		

Somalia	has	become	one	of	the	most	dangerous	countries	in	the	world	in	
which	to	be	a	journalist.	In	2012,	18	media	workers	were	killed.	There	are	
reports	of	violence,	threats	and	in/mida/on	against	other	journalists.	In	most	
cases	there	has	been	li#le	progress	in	finding	or	prosecu/ng	those	responsible.	
It	is	widely	thought	that	al-Shabaab	is	behind	many	of	the	a#acks,	although	
clan	disputes	and	poli/cal	grievances	have	also	been	cited.		

Access	to	jus/ce	remains	limited	in	Somalia.	Law	enforcement	is	largely	
conducted	at	local	and	clan	level	and	is	a	mixture	of	three	/ers	of	jus/ce:	
jurisprudence	inherited	from	colonial	/mes,	Sharia	Law	and	clan	or	customary	
law.	There	is	minimal	oversight	from	the	state.	There	are	a	few	state	courts	in	
Mogadishu	but	the	underlying	legal	framework	is	inadequate.		

Nineteen	Somali	human	rights	defenders	benefi#ed	from	a	capacity-building	
training	in	Mogadishu	organised	jointly	by	the	Human	Rights	Unit	of	the	United	
Na/ons	Poli/cal	Office	for	Somalia	(UNPOS),	the	East	and	Horn	of	Africa	
Human	Rights	Defenders	Project	(EHAHRDP)	and	Protec/on	Interna/onal	(PI)	
in	March	2012.		

Human	rights	defenders	(HRDs)	working	in	Somalia	face	many	challenges	in	the	
course	of	their	daily	work.	Working	in	a	conflict	environment	has	a	direct	
impact	on	their	personal	security	and	that	of	their	organisa/on,	as	for	many	
other	civilians	in	Somalia.	Human	rights	defenders	are	also	targeted	as	a	direct	
result	of	their	work	around	the	promo/on	of	human	rights	and	denouncing	
perpetrators	of	viola/ons.	In/mida/on,	harassment	and	even	direct	physical	
a#acks	have	been	used	with	the	aim	of	hampering	or	even	pu{ng	an	end	to	
the	work	undertaken	by	defenders.	Three	media	workers	have	been	shot	dead	
in	Mogadishu	since	December	2011.	EHAHRDP	calls	on	the	Transi/onal	Federal	
Government	to	conduct	/mely,	impar/al	and	independent	inves/ga/ons	into	
the	killings	of	Abukar	Hassan	Mohamoud,	Hassan	Osman	Abdi	and	Abdisalam	
Sheik	Hassan.	The	TFG	should	hold	accountable	the	perpetrators	of	these	and	
other	a#acks	on	media	workers,	while	maintaining	interna/onally	recognised	
fair	trial	standards.		



EGPYT:		

Egyp/an	human	rights	defenders	represen/ng	the	Egyp/an	NGO	Forum,	a	
group	of	23	independent	Egyp/an	human	rights	organisa/ons,	have	been	
present	at	the	22nd	session	of	the	United	Na/ons	Human	Rights	Council	in	
Geneva	throughout	March	2013	with	an	urgent	appeal.		

Over	the	last	eight	months	there	have	been	serious	concerns	about	the	extent	
to	which	the	state	of	human	rights	in	Egypt	has	rapidly	deteriorated	under	the	
leadership	of	President	Mohamed	Morsi.	Some	Egyp/an	human	rights	
organisa/ons	have	argued	that	in	many	ways,	the	state	of	human	rights	in	the	
country	currently	appears	even	direr	than	it	did	prior	to	the	revolu/on	and	the	
ouster	of	former	president	Hosni	Mubarak.		

According	to	members	of	the	NGO	Forum,	serious	human	rights	viola/ons	have	
become	rou/ne	in	post-	revolu/onary	Egypt,	with	all	segments	of	the	
popula/on	being	affected.	Viola/ons	of	women’s	rights	and	the	right	to	
freedom	of	assembly,	associa/on,	and	expression,	as	well	as	prac/ces	of	
arbitrary	deten/on	and	torture	con/nue	to	be	carried	out	with	impunity.		

These	representa/ves	of	the	Egyp/an	NGO	Forum	and	Egyp/an	civil	society	
spoke	at	a	UN	side	event	on	11	March’13.		

“Women	were	forcibly	removed	from	the	crowds	of	demonstrators	by	circles	of	
men	who	then	a#acked	them	with	knives	and	blades,	beat	them,	ripped	their	
clothes	off,	and	raped	them.	Extreme	brutality	was	used	in	all	cases,	leaving	at	
least	two	women	in	need	of	intensive	medical	care.	In	two	instances,	women	
were	raped	with	a	blade,”	stated	Massa	Amir,	a	researcher	at	Nazra	for	
Feminist	Studies,	referring	to	recent	demonstra/ons	in	Egypt	that	were	
intended	to	highlight	the	anniversary	of	the	uprising	for	democracy	in	the	
country.		

“The	total	lack	of	poli/cal	will	demonstrated	by	the	government	to	inves/gate	
these	viola/ons	and	prosecute	perpetrators	represents	a	serious	breach	to	
Egypt’s	human	rights	obliga/ons	and	cons/tutes	a	worrying	trend	for	the	
future	of	women’s	poli/cal	par/cipa/on	and	their	involvement	in	shaping	the	
new	Egypt,”	said	Masa	Amir.		

While	in	Geneva,	the	delega/on	also	addressed	the	proposed	legisla/on	on	
non-govermental	organisa/ons	(NGOs)	that	is	currently	being	discussed	by	the	
upper	house	of	parliament.	Such	laws,	if	passed,	would	threaten	the	viability	of	
independent	civil	society	in	Egypt	by	introducing	a	slew	of	unprecedented	



restric/ons,	including	cu{ng	off	access	to	funding	by	human	rights	and	
development	NGOs.		

Already,	civil	society	organisa/ons	are	being	targeted	by	the	government.  
In	a	le#er	sent	to	the	Egyp/an	Organisa/on	for	Human	Rights,	the	Ministry	of	
Insurance	and	Social	Affairs	referred	to	instruc/ons	issued	by	the	Prime	
Minister	that	no	“local	en/ty”	shall	be	permi#ed	to	engage	with	“interna/onal	
en//es”	in	any	way	without	the	permission	of	the	“security	bodies”.	These	
restric/ons	violate	the	numerous	resolu/ons	passed	by	the	UN	calling	on	
states	to	allow	for	unhindered	access	of	local	civil	society	organisa/ons	to	
interna/onal	human	rights	mechanisms.		

The	NGO	Forum’s	delega/on	further	discussed	how	the	right	to	peaceful	
protest	and	assembly	is	similarly	threatened	by	a	draL	law	currently	being	
discussed	in	Egypt	that	employs	overly	vague	language,	including	banning	
protests	that	would	‘block	roads’	or	‘prevent	people	from	going	to	work’.		

In	prac/ce,	Egyp/ans	face	major	threats	when	exercising	their	right	to	free	
assembly.	Lethal	clashes	have	broken	out	following	the	organisa/on	of	
peaceful	protests,	as	such	as	during	the	sit-in	at	the	I{hadiya	Presiden/al	
Palace,	when	supporters	of	the	ruling	party	clashed	with	demonstrators,	
leaving	at	least	11	people	from	both	sides	dead	and	hundreds	injured.		

Finally,	the	NGO	Forum’s	delega/on	addressed	viola/ons	to	freedom	of	
expression	in	general,	and	media	in	par/cular,	that	are	commi#ed	in	Egypt.		

ISRAEL	AND	PALESTINE:		

The	degree	of	risk	faced	by	those	NGOs	based	in	Israel	and	those	based	in	the	
West	Bank	and	the	Gaza	Strip	is	clearly	different.	All	of	the	organisa/ons	based	
in	Israel,	without	any	excep/on,	insisted	that	their	colleagues	based	in	the	
West	Bank	or	the	Gaza	Strip	had	to	operate	under	the	very	harsh	
circumstances	that	affect	the	en/re	Pales/nian	people	in	the	OPTs.		

These	circumstances,	they	said,	were	quite	at	odds	with	respect	for	human	
rights	in	general	and	were	making	their	colleagues’	work	extremely	difficult	as	
well	as	risky.	This	was	confirmed	by	members	of	Pales/nian	NGOs,	who	further	
insisted	that	risks	and	obstacles	they	faced	had	less	to	do	with	their	work	in	
defense	of	human	rights	than	with	the	general	circumstances	experienced	by	
the	Pales/nian	people	under	the	Israeli	occupa/on.	The	organisa/ons	based	in	
Israel	asserted	that,	as	difficult	as	their	work	was,	it	generally	did	not	expose	



their	staff	to	direct	personal	physical	risk,	with	the	important	excep/on	of	their	
Pales/nian	field	workers	in	the	West	Bank	and	the	Gaza	Strip		

The	general	environment	in	the	OPT	is	hos/le	to	human	rights	defenders	and	
their	work.	The	atmosphere	of	daily	incursions	and	military	a#acks	from	
ground	and	air	combined	with	the	curfews	and	sieges	imposed	on	many	areas	
of	the	OPT	for	long	periods	of	/me	(some	areas	in	Gaza	were	completely	
sealed	off	by	the	Israeli	authori/es	for	three	years)	is	one	that	makes	the	work	
of	a	defender	extraordinarily	difficult.		

Lawyers,	fieldworkers	and	medical	staff	-	among	others	-	find	themselves	
subjected	to	trying	circumstances,	in	which;	clients	can	not	visit	or	be	reached,	
they	are	shot	at	while	trying	to	access	certain	areas	to	carry	out	their	work,	
their	premises	are	a#acked	and	equipment	and/or	documenta/on	is	seized	
and/or	destroyed.		

Against	this	background	is	the	con/nuing	informa/on	war	being	fought	by	both	
sides.	Human	rights	defenders	play	an	important	role	in	ensuring	that	
informa/on	on	human	rights	viola/ons	reaches	the	outside	world.	In	such	a	
poli/cally	charged	conflict	independent	and	objec/ve	informa/on	on	human	
rights	viola/ons	is	essen/al.	As	with	any	informa/on	the	credibility	of	the	
source	must	be	beyond	ques/on	for	it	to	be	believed.		

Perhaps	with	this	in	mind	the	Israeli	Foreign	Minister,	Silvan	Shalom,	during	the	
course	of	an	interview	with	an	Israeli	newspaper	claimed	that,	‘Pales/nians	
who	have	carried	out	a#acks	hide	in	human	rights	offices	...	most	human	rights	
offices	in	the	West	Bank	and	Gaza	Strip	provide	shelter	for	Pales/nian	
terrorists.’		

Such	unsupported	comments,	whilst	clearly	more	slanderous	polemic	than	
reasoned	argument,	are	par/cularly	dangerous	as	they	can	be	understood	as	
an	incitement	or	a#empt	at	jus/fica/on	for	violent	a#acks	on	human	rights	
defenders.	These	comments	are	also	disturbing	in	the	context	of	the	ongoing	
global	‘war	against	terror’	and	Israel’s	eagerness	to	associate	itself	with	the	
campaign.	The	Foreign	Minister's	comments	were	clearly	designed	to	try	to	
undermine	the	credibility	of	Pales/nian	human	rights	organisa/ons.		

Such	denigra/on	has	mul/ple	purposes.	Firstly,	it	aims	to	undermine	the	
validity	of	informa/on	provided	by	human	rights	organisa/ons.		

Secondly,	it	aims	to	transform	human	rights	organisa/ons	into	legi/mate	
military	targets	for	the	state	of	Israel,	so	jus/fying	raids	and	a#acks	on	the	



premises	and	staff	of	human	rights	organisa/ons.	The	tac/c	of	libelling	a	
human	rights	defender	is	not	an	uncommon	one.	Ci/ng	Israel	among	ten	other	
states	that	used	this	tac/c	to	persecute	human	rights	defenders	Hina	Jilani	
suggests	that,	‘Such	slanderous	a#acks	have	aimed	at	discredi/ng	the	aims,	
work	and	integrity	of	defenders	in	order	to	undermine	financial	and	public	
support	for	their	ac/vi/es.’		

Statements	such	as	Shalom’s	increase	the	risk	of	ac/on	against	donors	to	
human	rights	groups	by	an/-	Pales/nian	organisa/ons,	par/cularly	in	the	USA.	
Many	independent	US	based	donor	organisa/ons,	as	well	as	organisa/ons	such	
as	Human	Rights	Watch	and	Na/onal	Public	Radio	have	been	forced	to	fend	off	
a	series	of	cri/cisms	for	being	too	‘pro-Pales/nian’	and	have	been	accused	of	
suppor/ng	‘terrorism’.	Donor	organisa/ons	have	had	to	work	hard	to	defend	
the	money	which	they	supply	to	assist	the	work	of	human	rights	defenders	in	
the	OPT.		

The	climate	of	funding	for	human	rights	organisa/ons	is	already	marred	by	the	
collapse,	due	to	financial	irregulari/es,	of	the	West	Bank	based	organisa/on	
LAW.	The	percep/on	has	developed,	without	founda/on,	that	all	human	rights	
organisa/ons	have	problems	with	financial	management.	Coupled	with	this	is	
the	increasing	pressure	on	donors	from	the	US	in	light	of	the	Execu/ve	Order	
on	Terrorist	Financing	(E.O.	13224)35	-	which	s/pulates	that	no	funding	may	be	
given	(through	USAID)	to	any	organisa/on	which	supports	‘terrorism’.	USAID	
now	request	all	organisa/ons	to	sign	a	declara/on	that	they	will	not	support	
terrorism.36	The	vague	wording	of	this	statement	has	been	a	source	of	
concern	for	many	organisa/ons;	par/cularly	those	who	provide	support	to	
Pales/nian	prisoners	or	vic/ms	of	collec/ve	punishment	a#acks	against	the	
families	of	those	who	have	carried	out	suicide	or	other	a#acks	against	Israel.	
The	ques/on	of	funding	has	a	severe	impact	on	the	legi/mate	and	necessary	
focus	of	human	rights	defenders	in	the	OPT.		

A#acks	against	the	premises	of	human	rights	defenders	are	not	unusual	-	
indeed	they	are	so	commonplace	that	they	generally	go	unreported	and	
unno/ced.	As	a	general	rule	these	a#acks	are	seen	to	be	part	of	the	general	
human	rights	problems	faced	by	Pales/nian	civilians	rather	than,	in	par/cular,	
as	a#acks	against	efforts	to	defend	human	rights.	So	commonplace	was	the	
destruc/on	and	a#acks	against	civil	society	ins/tu/ons,	par/cularly	in	the	
West	Bank	during	‘opera/on	defensive	shield’,	in	2002	that	Israeli	journalist	
Amira	Hass	described	the	events,	and	the	consequences,	like	this		



It's	a	scene	that	is	repea/ng	itself	in	hundreds	of	Pales/nian	offices	taken	over	
by	IDF	[Israel	Defense	Forces]	troops	for	a	few	hours	or	days	in	the	West	Bank:	
smashed,	burned	and	broken	computer	terminals	heaped	in	piles	and	thrown	
into	yards;	server	cabling	cut,	hard	disks	missing,	disks	and	diske#es	sca#ered	
and	broken,	printers	and	scanners	broken	or	missing,	laptops	gone,	telephone	
exchanges	that	disappeared	or	were	vandalised,	and	paper	files	burned,	torn,	
sca#ered,	or	defaced	-	if	not	taken.		

It's	not	merely	the	expense	of	the	hardware	that	has	to	be	replaced.	The	loss	is	
immeasurable	in	shekels	or	dollars.	Years	of	informa/on	built	into	knowledge,	
/me	spent	thinking	by	thousands	of	people	working	to	build	their	civil	society	
and	their	future	or	trying	to	build	a	private	sector	that	would	bring	a	sense	of	
economic	stability	to	their	country.		



Conclusion		

Following	this	lengthy	introduc/on	to	what	all	can	be	included	under	this	
agenda	it	would	be	best	to	wrap	up	with	a	few	pointers	or	areas	you	could	
ponder	on	while	researching:		

• 	 	 Who	all	actually	qualify	for	HRDs?	  

• 	 	 And	should	there	be	an	iden/fica/on	strategy	so	as	to	ensure	
ins/tu/onalised	protec/on	for	  
them?	 

• 	 	 What	are	the	jus/ce	concerns	within	the	HRD	network?	 

• 	 	 Why	are	they	especially	special	in	conflict	areas?	 

• 	 	 Are	the	Geneva	Conven/ons	enough	to	help	their	cause?	Where	do	
they	find	place	in	other	instruments	of	interna/onal	law?	 

• 	 	 How	can	the	accountability	of	HRDs,	and	the	inflictors	of	viola/ons	
on	them,	be	strengthened?	 

• 	 	 	The	right	to	Freedom	of	Movement	and	Freedom	of	Expression	
may	have	a	counter-side,	what	mechanisms	will	ensure	the	no-
exploita/on	of	these	rights?	 

• 	 	 Funding	is	a	major	issue	with	their	network	and	their	efforts.	 

• 	 	 Role	of	States	in	the	protec/on	of	HRDs	 
 
These	are	the	major	areas	I	could	think	of.	Here	is	a	list	of	websites	if	
you	want	you	could	take	a	look	at.	These	are	pre#y	basic.	There	is	
much	more	you’ll	need	to	read	to	be	well	prepared.	Good	Luck.!	 
 
 
 
	 .  



	 Useful	Links:	 

• h#p://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Issues/Defenders/
CommentarytoDeclara/onondefendersJuly2011.p	df	  

• h#p://www.ohchr.org/EN/Issues/SRHRDefenders/Pages/
SRHRDefendersIndex.aspx		

• h#p://www.ohchr.org/EN/Issues/SRHRDefenders/Pages/
RegionalMechanisms.aspx	

• h#p://www2.ohchr.org/english/issues/defenders/declara/on.htm		

• h#p://www.ishr.ch/	  

• h#p://www.amnesty.org/en/human-rights-defenders	

• 	h#p://www.peacebrigades.org/index.php		

• h#p://www.frontlinedefenders.org/	

• 	h#p://protec/online.org/	  

http://www.amnesty.org/en/human-rights-defenders
http://www.frontlinedefenders.org/

