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APPLY NOW FOR TRAINING! 

ISHR published the call for applications for its 2016 Geneva training programme for human rights 

defenders. If you are a human rights defender keen to increase your interaction with the UN 

system, apply now! 

The training will take place between 8 and 22 June 2016 and provides defenders with opportunities 

to put their advocacy skills directly into action at the 32nd session of the UN Human Rights Council 

and the 23rd Annual Meeting of UN Special Procedures. 

ISHR's Human Rights Defender Advocacy Programme (HRDAP) equips defenders with the 

knowledge and skills to make strategic use of the international human rights system. It also provides 

an opportunity for participants to directly engage in lobbying and advocacy activities at the UN level 

to effect change on the ground back home. 

As well as receiving training modules on all the UN human rights mechanisms from a range of 

experts, participants will also have the opportunity to build networks in Geneva and around the 

world, carry out lobbying of UN member States and UN staff, and learn from peers from a range of 

regions working on a range of human rights issues. 

At the end of last year's training, all participants were either "very satisfied" or "satisfied" with the 

overall programme, whilst 53 per cent of participants felt they had fully met their prime advocacy 

http://www.ishr.ch/sites/default/files/article/files/152312-doc-hrdap-participants-tor_final.pdf
https://goo.gl/jNY85j
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objective and another 47 per cent felt it had been met at least partially. ISHR will look to build upon 

this success this year. 

Participants will take part in: 

1) A short online learning component, prior to face-to-face training, to enable you to 

consolidate your existing knowledge and develop your advocacy objectives; 

2) Intensive training in Geneva during June, to coincide with the 32nd session of the Human 

Rights Council. The training will focus on ways to effectively use international human rights 

mechanisms and to influence outcomes; 

3) Specific advocacy at Human Rights Council sessions and other relevant meetings, with 

regular feedback and peer education to learn from the experiences, including expert input 

from leading human rights advocates. 

This programme is directed at experienced human rights defenders in non-governmental 

organisations and national human rights institutions, with existing advocacy experience at the national 

level and some prior knowledge of the international human rights system. 

If you are interested in applying for ISHR's training programme, please read the call for applications to 

check that you comply with the requirements. The link to the online application form can be found 

under point 5 of the call for applications. 

Opinion 

On 28 January 2016, ISHR hosted a high-level reception with the current and immediate-past 

presidents of the UN Human Rights Council (HRC) to reflect on the work of the Council and to 

discuss challenges and opportunities to enhance its impact in the year ahead. Below are edited 

extracts of the speeches given by ISHR's Director of Human Rights Council Advocacy, Michael 

Ineichen, the 2016 President of the UN Human Rights Council, Ambassador Choi Kyong-

lim and Salma Amer, Advocacy Officer with the Cairo Institute for Human Rights Studies. Also below 

is a summary of remarks made by the 2015 President of the Human Rights Council, Ambassador 

Joachim Rücker. 

Towards an accessible, effective and protective Human Rights Council 

Michael Ineichen, Human Rights Council Advocacy Director, International Service for Human Rights 

It is a privilege and honour for ISHR, and for me personally, to welcome you to this civil society 

reception. We are gathered to congratulate President Choi and his Vice-Presidents on their election 

to high offices within the UN Human Rights Council for 2016. We are also here to say thank you to 

the Council's 2015 leadership team, led by former President Rücker. 

I say it is a ‘privilege’, for it is a privilege for ISHR and for myself as an NGO activist to be here in 

Geneva, and to exercise the right to access the Human Rights Council safely and without intimidation 

or fear of reprisal. Many of the courageous human rights defenders that we work with, train, and 

support in their advocacy, are not so privileged. Some are denied the right to access the Human 

Rights Council. Others are threatened or even killed for doing so. Yet others – some in this room – 

are forced into exile, far away from their families and their struggle. 

Yet these activists still come to tell their story. It is our common privilege, and for Member States 

and members of the Bureau it is a legal duty, to enable them to do so. 

http://www.ishr.ch/sites/default/files/article/files/152312-doc-hrdap-participants-tor_final.pdf
http://www.ishr.ch/news/towards-accessible-effective-and-protective-human-rights-council#Ineichen
http://www.ishr.ch/news/towards-accessible-effective-and-protective-human-rights-council#Ineichen
http://www.ishr.ch/news/towards-accessible-effective-and-protective-human-rights-council#Choi
http://www.ishr.ch/news/towards-accessible-effective-and-protective-human-rights-council#Choi
http://www.ishr.ch/news/towards-accessible-effective-and-protective-human-rights-council#Salma
http://www.ishr.ch/news/towards-accessible-effective-and-protective-human-rights-council#Rucker
http://www.ishr.ch/news/towards-accessible-effective-and-protective-human-rights-council#Rucker
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It is with this in mind that I want to thank and congratulate you, Ambassador Rücker, for the 

significant successes you and your bureau led the Council to over 2015. As the diplomatic and NGO 

community gears up for the Council's tenth anniversary celebrations, 2015 will be remembered as a 

year of increasingly respectful dialogue, and one during which dissenting views were given more 

room to be heard. We’ve seen a more systematised and forceful response to reprisals. Within the 

Council Chamber we’ve seen a reduction in points of orders against civil society speakers. We’ve 

also seen a genuine commitment on behalf of the Presidency and Bureau to hear the voices of all 

stakeholders – be it in the Council’s substantive debates or in discussions about institutional 

tweaking. We understand and appreciate that keeping space in the Council open for civil society and 

human rights defenders is not always easy, and at times has required significant political capital and 

personal courage, so thanks to you Ambassador Rücker and to your team. 

While your efforts at enhancing the efficiency and effectiveness of the Council certainly bore some 

fruit, in other areas you planted a seed requiring careful cultivation. I would mention three such 

areas. 

First, as we embark on a celebratory 2016, it is clear that the Council’s capacity to address serious 

country and thematic situations of concern has to be strengthened, both in terms of the speed and 

the vigour of the Council’s response. The Council and its Members must no longer allow trade, 

investment or other political considerations to trump the need and the duty to address gross, 

systematic and widespread human rights concerns. 

Second, the privilege and honour of being a Council member must be given a sharper meaning – both 

in terms of an increased expectation of cooperating with the Council and its mechanisms, and in 

making progress on the human rights situation at home. 

And third, the space for safe, unhindered and effective participation of civil society remains 

inadequate, and far from the high bar set by the General Assembly in demanding their ‘most effective 

participation’ on an equal basis as other observers, such as States that are not Council members. 

This brings me to the year ahead, during which the Council will be led by President Choi and 

his Vice-Presidents. 

You all assume office at a critical juncture for the Council. The ten year anniversary should the 

occasion both to build on success and to reflect on and learn from shortcomings. 

Looking ahead, and building on the three challenges just outlined, I’d like to formulate three 

objectives for the year to come from a civil society perspective. 

First, we wish to see a Human Rights Council in which civil society and human rights defenders play a 

safe and central role and are able to contribute substantively and influentially. 

Second, we want outputs delivered by the Council that have a direct and positive impact on the 

behaviour of States and non-State actors and increase the protection of rights. 

Third, we demand greater adherence to Human Rights Council membership standards, and better 

systems of accountability where that is not the case. It should be unacceptable, and there should be 

consequences, when Member States flagrantly fail to cooperate with the Council or its mechanisms, 

or when Member States are responsible for or fail to prevent gross and systematic violations. 
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These may sound like ambitious – perhaps unrealistic – goals for insiders in this room. Outside 

though, on the ground, space for civil society, adherence to rules and respect for rights, are the core 

minimum expectations communities have of the Council. And from the privileged position that we all 

share here in Geneva, we have to try and meet them. With mutual respect, perseverance, but also 

honesty we can move towards them. Our expectation of you, President Choi, and your leadership 

team, is that you steward the Council in that direction and respect the role of civil society in pushing 

for course corrections when it goes wrong. 

Towards an implementation-focused Human Rights Council 

Ambassador Choi Kyong-Lim, President of the UN Human Rights Council 

It is a great honour for me to be here today. I would like to thank the International Service for 

Human Rights for hosting this reception and for giving me the opportunity to speak to you. 

I am also very glad to be here today with my esteemed colleagues from the Bureau of the Human 

Rights Council this year. 

First of all, I would like to thank Ambassador Rücker for sharing with us his reflections on his 

presidency last year.  He and other members of the 2015 bureau did an outstanding job for the cause 

of promoting and protecting human rights, as well as making the Council more efficient and 

effective. I am sure that the members of this year’s bureau will join me in expressing a sincere 

appreciation for the work of Ambassador Rücker and his bureau and building upon their 

accomplishments. 

Since I was elected as President of the Human Rights Council, many people have asked me what my 

priorities are as President for 2016. I tell them, in jest but only partly, that my first priority is to 

lower the expectation for the president. As I said at the outset, Ambassador Rücker had set a very 

high bar for the presidency and I think that it is not really fair to expect the following presidents to 

fill his shoes. 

I also tell the people who ask about my priorities that I will just continue to do what Ambassador 

Rücker set out to do at the start of his presidency: strengthening the Geneva-New York connection 

in the area of human rights, enhancing the efficiency of the Council, and enhancing the effectiveness 

of the Council’s work on the ground. These are all really important tasks that deserve focused and 

continued efforts of the Council. Given the complexity of the issues involved, it would be unrealistic 

to expect that we can finish these works in just one year. And indeed, in spite of the valiant efforts of 

Ambassador Rücker and his bureau and the significant progress they achieved, it is obvious that we 

need to continue to work on these tasks. Hence I believe that it would make more sense for me to 

follow through these unfinished works rather than try to set a different set of priorities of my own.  

This year marks the 10th anniversary of the Human Rights Council. Over the last decade the Council 

has made great achievements. Being the premier United Nations body dedicated to human rights, the 

Council has been crucial in promoting universal respect for the protection of human rights as well as 

addressing critical situations of human rights violations. We mandate strong independent mechanisms 

such as Special Rapporteurs and Commissions of Inquiry (which examine, report, monitor and 

provide recommendations) as well as operate a unique peer-to–peer review mechanism in the form 

of the Universal Periodic Review. Also, we have been able to identify protection gaps and advance in 

the broader recognition of international standards. However, I believe there is ample room for 

improvement.  In particular, progress has been less than stellar when one looks at how many of the 
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Council's declarations and recommendations are put into action and translated into realities. As I said 

at the Council when I was elected last December, we should be more implementation-focused for 

the years to come. 

Since I arrived in Geneva I also have heard a great deal regarding the unsustainable increase in the 

Council’s workload. I was able to see it myself the first time I was presented with the draft 

programme of work for the March 2016 session. We should bear in mind that it is not the number of 

discussions we hold or resolutions we adopt that matters, but rather it is the real impact that our 

work has on the ground. I think that we have reached a stage where the unreasonably heavy 

workload of the Council is affecting not only the efficiency but also the effectiveness of its work. This 

is why we have to continue the efforts to improve the working methods of the Council.  

In the same vein, this year offers an excellent opportunity to look at the Universal Periodic Review 

mechanism. The UPR will be closing its second cycle at the end of this year. The UPR, considered as 

one of the most prominent innovations of the Human Rights Council, has proved its mettle. We can 

take significant satisfaction in its universality. And with the spirit of cooperation that has prevailed 

since its inception, the UPR has shown itself as a powerful tool to promote changes and reflection on 

sensitive issues for each community, region and country. As the third cycle approaches, it is 

therefore a right moment to direct our efforts to consider possible ways to improve the UPR 

mechanism, including enhancing its impact on the ground.  

In our common efforts to promote and protect human rights, civil society actors, including human 

rights defenders, play a fundamental role. They provide a unique perspective throughout all stages of 

our work. And for us to work well, all voices must be heard, even if at times when we might not like 

what we hear. It is precisely the balance of perspectives that ensures our strength as a body. It is 

therefore of vital importance for the Council and its members to continue to ensure a safe and 

enabling space for civil society to effectively participate in our work. 

As my predecessors, I am committed to do my utmost during my Presidency to ensure that the 

work of the Council proceeds without any act of intimidation or reprisal against individuals and 

groups who cooperate or have cooperated with the United Nations, its representatives and 

mechanisms in the field of human rights. 

With regard to the Geneva-New York connection, many believe that there is a significant gap 

between the two places. Examples abound. Initiatives undertaken in Geneva are not always 

adequately supported by the budgetary decisions made in New York. Information relating to the 

discussions under way in New York frequently fails to reach Geneva in time. If we are to enhance the 

effectiveness of the work of the Council, we cannot let this gap persist. We have to work harder to 

ensure that Geneva and New York are always connected to and engaged with each other. 

The connectivity issue carries added importance this year. As it is solidly rooted in human rights 

standards, the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development provides an excellent platform for the 

Human Rights Council to continue promoting the mainstreaming of human rights within the United 

Nations system at all levels. It is crucial that we now make sure that the human rights gains are 

not lost in the implementation phase. Therefore, this year’s high level panel on human rights 

mainstreaming at the March session could not be more timely.  

Before concluding, I would like to remind you that against our best hope, this year is going to be an 

extremely difficult one for human rights. Regional conflicts in various parts of the world, in particular 

in the Middle East, show no signs of lessening. Terrorism is rampant. In all likelihood, the refugee 
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crisis will continue to intensify. All these developments, by themselves and in combination, create 

tremendous human sufferings. The photo of the dead body of a small child on a beach and the news 

of people dying of hunger in war ridden villages are only glimpses of the broad and devastating human 

tragedy that we face today. It is thus with a heavy heart that I am starting my presidency. It is going 

to require of all the states and stakeholders a true sense of urgency, spirit of cooperation and 

willingness to engage in genuine dialogue, if the Council is to help alleviate human suffering in a 

meaningful way and to protect and promote human rights and fundamental freedoms for all.  It is my 

sincere hope that we will be able to do so. I count on your support. 

The Human Rights Council as an institution for national-level human rights protection 

and accountability 

Salma Amer, Advocacy Officer with the Cairo Institute for Human Rights Studies 

I would like to begin by thanking Ambassador Rücker for his service as President of the Human 

Rights Council over the last year. He served with dedication and a firm but fair approach to the 

management of Council sessions, and demonstrated a strong commitment to ensuring that reports of 

reprisals against rights were consistently followed up on by the office of the President. 

Second, I would like to extend a warm welcome to the incoming President, Ambassador Choi 

Kyong-lim. Mr Ambassador, as you highlighted in your speech to the Human Rights Council in 

December, the coming year marks an important milestone for the Council. In your words: 'Now is the 

time to put [the Council’s decisions] into real effect. The Council should be more implementation-focused in 

its second decade.' 

We fully agree. To achieve this mission we must first recognise that implementation does not take 

place in the halls of the UN. It can only occur by ensuring that committed individuals and 

organisations working for human rights progress in countries throughout the world, often at great 

risk to themselves, are placed at the centre of the Council’s work. In many cases it is them that 

breathe life into the decisions of the HRC. Without them the Council would likely become little 

more than an echo chamber of political posturing.   

In this sense, the role of the President in providing protection for human rights defenders who 

engage with the Council is not simply a self-interested request by NGOs, but a primary institutional 

responsibility to ensure the genuine implementation of the Council’s decisions.  

The Middle East and North Africa are suffering from unprecedented levels of violence and rights 

violations. Human rights defenders within the Middle East are under attack like never before. The 

Human Rights Council has become a critical tool for these defenders to ensure visibility and 

international pressure at a time when effective national institutions of accountability and protection 

of rights are almost non-existent. 

In this context we believe that more can be done to build off past efforts of the office of the 

President to combat reprisals and provide protection for these individuals, and we stand ready to 

assist you in this challenge. 

Summary of reflections from the 2015 President of the Human Rights Council, 

Ambassador Joachim Rücker 

The outgoing HRC President, German Ambassador Joachim Rücker spoke about the progress made 

in the last year and the objectives remaining for the continuing year. He commented that the Council 

http://www.cihrs.org/?lang=en
http://ohchr.org/EN/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.aspx?NewsID=16973&LangID=E
http://ohchr.org/EN/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.aspx?NewsID=16973&LangID=E
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has politically outgrown its role as a subsidiary body of the General Assembly, in large part thanks to 

the support of civil society organisations. Rücker highlighted areas of progress mentioning 2015 as a 

'breakthrough for multilateralism' in regards to thematic issues and peace and reconciliation were 

cornerstones in regards to country-specific issues. He also applauded the progress made in the battle 

against reprisals and in the overall rights-based approach of the Council. Rücker stressed that certain 

objectives remained such as discussing efficiency, tracking implementation, regular budget financing, 

and improving credibility by focusing on membership standards and issues. He concluded by 

emphasising how civil society organisations are central to the Council’s work and that the Council 

cannot operate properly if not for civil society organisations 

Human Rights Defender Profile 

TEO SOH LUNG: HUMAN RIGHTS DEFENDER FROM SINGAPORE 

Teo Soh Lung, Director of Function 8 Limited speaks to ISHR during Singapore’s Universal Periodic Review 

(UPR) about how her experience in prison inspired her to advocate against arbitrary detention in Singapore. 

 

In the 1970s Soh Lung started her career as a lawyer with no intention of becoming a public figure.   

 

‘I always felt that as lawyers we should do more than just earn a living.’ 

 

Early in her career Soh Lung worked at a Catholic centre, a form of half-way house, which assisted 

people ranging from migrant workers, Filipino domestic workers to former convicted offenders. 

 

‘We were happily busy doing this kind of work, not thinking that we were ‘defenders’ as such.’ 

 

In the early 1980s, Soh Lung became active in the Law Society of Singapore and with a number of 

other lawyers established the criminal legal aim scheme. In association with the Law Society she 

started to comment on bills proposed by the Government. 

 

‘We thought, as lawyers we should assist the Government by commenting on bills. Singapore was 

a one party State at this time. However, the Government did not want to hear our opinions and 

soon afterwards a law was passed which restricted our right to comment on bills.’  

 

On 21 May 1987 Soh Lung was arrested without charge as permitted by the Internal Security Act 

(ISA). Around this time 21 other young people including lawyers involved in the Law Society were 

also arrested. 

 

‘I was accused of trying to overthrow the Government and manipulating the Law Society – I was 

made out by the Government to be the ring leader.’ 

 

Months later, those detained were released. Given no one knew the truth about what had 

transpired, 9 out of the 22 arrested decided to publish a press statement which denied the 

Government’s story and confirmed that they had been tortured while in detention. The next day the 

8 of the 9 were re-arrested (the ninth was out of the country). 

 

‘Our cells were incredibly dirty. There were slits for air. I was in solitary confinement the entire 

time, other than a lizard and insects that kept me company.’ 

 

While detained, Soh Lung commenced habeas corpus proceedings, arguing that she had been 

unlawfully detained. 

 

‘Initially Francis Seow, the former Solicitor General, represented my case. However, when he 

https://fn8org.wordpress.com/
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came to the prison to interview me he himself was arrested because he was communicating with 

international human rights bodies and the American Ambassador – the Government alleged he 

was receiving money from the CIA. He spend 72 days in jail.’ 

 

Soh Lung referred to the difficultly she had finding lawyers to represent her. 

 

‘Historically anyone that represented ISA detainees were then detained themselves.’ 

 

When the Court handed down its decision, it decided Soh Lung’s case on technical grounds. This 

meant that her substantive argument had not been considered – and most importantly - that she 

could be re-arrested as and when the Government wished. 

 

‘As soon as we stepped outside of the prison gate I was re-arrested. This was, and still is not, 

unusual. The judicial system doesn’t have any power to keep people free if the Government wants 

them to remain imprisoned.’ 

 

Soh Lung was in prison for another 2 years, during which time the law changed and the right to 

judicial review, as well as the Privy Council were abolished. 

 

‘As a lawyer if you start a fight, you need to fight until the end. After my appeals of my re-arrests 

were unsuccessful and the change to the law, I realised there was nothing more I could do with 

the judiciary to ensure my release. In 1990 after two years of detention, I was released with 

restrictions.’    

 

It took Soh Lung 20 years to publish the book she wrote about her detention the year after she was 

released. 

 

‘I knew people would continue to be treated as I was if I didn’t speak out about it. There were 

people who were arrested before me under the ISA, but I didn’t know about this when I was 

arrested. I wanted to create awareness within civil society.’ 

 

The civil society movement, and in particular ISA defenders, in Singapore went quiet in the 1990’s 

after Soh Lung’s arrest, but regained strength and became more active about the time of the release 

of her book and her story. 

 

‘In 2013 there was an event on the 50th anniversary of Operation Cold Store during which 

names of those who had been arbitrarily detained were made public. A few years after the event, 

there were 1315 names on the list – which was initially a list of about 700. After all this time and 

among others who had similarly suffered, people had the strength to speak out about their 

experience.’ 

 

In 2010 Soh Lung and others detained with her established Function 8, an NGO which submits on 

indefinite imprisonment without trial that is currently permitted by three Singaporean statutes - the 

Internal Security Act, the Criminal Law (Temporary Provisions) Act and the Misuse of Drugs Act. 

 

Soh Lung travelled to Geneva as an observer on behalf of the Alliance of Like-Minded Civil Society 

Organisations in Singapore (ALMOS) during Singapore’s UPR. 

 

‘We are excited about engaging more with the UPR. It is a new process for us. One which we 

believe can assist to hold Singapore accountable to its international obligations and bring about 

national change, and hopefully one day, the repeal of the ISA.’  

 

https://fn8org.wordpress.com/


ISHR Human Rights Monitor – February 2016 

 9 

Our Work to Support Human Rights Defenders 

BAHRAIN: LIFT ARBITRARY TRAVEL BAN ON HUMAN RIGHTS DEFENDER 

NABEEL RAJAB 

Bahraini authorities should lift the arbitrary travel ban on human rights defender Nabeel Rajab in 

order that he be able to travel abroad with his family for the purpose of securing medical assistance 

for his wife, Sumaya Rajab, say 25 leading NGOs in an open letter to the King of Bahrain and senior 

Government officials.  

21 January 2016 

Your Majesty, 

We, the undersigned NGOs, call on the Bahraini authorities to lift the arbitrary travel ban on human rights 

defender Nabeel Rajab in order that he be able to travel abroad with his family for the purpose of securing 

medical assistance for his wife, Sumaya Rajab. 

Nabeel Rajab is President of the Bahrain Centre for Human Rights, Founding Director of the Gulf Centre for 

Human Rights, Deputy Secretary General of the International Federation for Human Rights and on the 

Advisory Committee of Human Rights Watch’s Middle East Division. 

A public prosecutor imposed the travel ban on Nabeel Rajab without any judicial determination on July 13 

2015, the day that Your Majesty pardoned him and ordered his release following his conviction for 'publicly 

insulting official institutions' by criticizing the Government on social media. The travel ban is related to two 

other speech-related charges that led to his arrest on 2 April 2015, charges which prosecutors have not 

dropped. 

The first outstanding charge is for allegedly 'insulting a statutory body', under article 216 of Bahrain’s Penal 

Code, based on his social media comments about the alleged torture of detainees in Jaw Prison in March 

2015. The second accuses him of 'disseminating false rumours in times of war', under article 133 of the 

Penal Code, based on social media posts criticizing Saudi Arabia-led coalition air strikes in Yemen. Violations 

of articles 133 and 216 carry maximum sentences of 10 and three years in prison, respectively. Neither of 

the alleged acts upon which these charges are based were in any way recognisable criminal offences under 

international human rights law, and both involved the peaceful exercise of internationally protected rights to 

freedom of expression and to promote and protect human rights. 

In November 2015, Sumaya Rajab was diagnosed with medical conditions requiring urgent and highly 

specialized treatment according to the medical expert team monitoring her condition. She was told that this 

treatment is not available in Bahrain. 

In December 2015, Nabeel Rajab’s lawyers submitted their fourth appeal against the travel ban – they have 

submitted two requests to the attorney general, one request to the investigating prosecutor and one request 

to the Public Prosecution Office - requesting that it be lifted so he could accompany his wife. The Bahraini 

authorities have not responded to these appeals and the travel ban remains in place. 

In November 2015, 81 Members of the European Parliament called on Your Majesty to lift Nabeel Rajab’s 

travel ban. The European Parliament passed a resolution in July 2015, shortly prior to Nabeel Rajab’s pardon, 

calling for his immediate and unconditional release alongside other prisoners of conscience. The same month, 

44 members of the UK Parliament called on the Government of Bahrain to drop Nabeel Rajab’s current 

charges and to release all political prisoners and those imprisoned for exercising their right to freedom of 

http://bahrainrights.org/en/node/7547
https://www.hrw.org/news/2015/12/14/bahrain-travel-ban-rights-activist
http://www.ecdhr.org/?p=372
http://birdbh.org/2015/07/ban-tear-gas-to-bahrain-and-free-nabeel-rajab-says-eu-parliament/
http://www.parliament.uk/edm/2015-16/241
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expression. After his release, three UN human rights experts – Michel Forst, David Kaye, and Maina Kiai –

 called for Nabeel Rajab’s charges to be dropped. This followed the UN High Commissioner for Human 

Rights, Prince Zeid Ra’ad Zeid Al-Hussein, call for the release of all those detained in relation to their peaceful 

activities in Bahrain in June. 

We, the undersigned, therefore call on the Bahraini authorities to: 

 Drop all pending free speech-related charges against Nabeel Rajab; 

 Lift the travel ban immediately and unconditionally, thus allowing Nabeel and Sumaya Rajab to travel; 

and 

 Guarantee in all circumstances that human rights defenders in Bahrain are able to carry out their 

legitimate human rights activities without fear of reprisals, and free of all restrictions including judicial 

harassment. 

Signatories: 

1. Americans for Democracy and Human Rights in Bahrain (ADHRB) 

2. Amnesty International 

3. Arabic Network for Human Rights Information (ANHRI) 

4. Bahrain Institute for Rights and Democracy (BIRD) 

5. Bahrain Center for Human Rights (BCHR) 

6. Cairo Institute for Human Rights Studies (CIHRS) 

7. Canadian Journalists for Free Expression (CJFE) 

8. CIVICUS 

9. English PEN 

10. European-Bahraini Organisation for Human Rights (EBOHR) 

11. European Centre for Democracy and Human Rights (ECDHR) 

12. FIDH, within the framework of the Observatory for the Protection of Human Rights Defenders 

13. Freedom House 

14. Front Line Defenders 

15. Gulf Centre for Human Rights (GCHR) 

16. Human Rights Watch 

17. Index on Censorship 

18. International Media Support (IMS) 

19. International Service For Human Rights (ISHR) 

20. Lawyer's Rights Watch Canada (LWRC) 

21. Maharat Foundation 

22. No Peace Without Justice 

23. PEN International 

24. Physicians for Human Rights 

25. Rafto Foundation for Human Rights 

26. Salam for Democracy and Human Rights 

27. SENTINEL Human Rights Defenders 

28. World Organisation Against Torture (OMCT), within the framework of the Observatory for 

the Protection of Human Rights Defenders 

 

 

 

http://www.ohchr.org/EN/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.aspx?NewsID=16245&LangID=E
http://www.ohchr.org/EN/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.aspx?NewsID=16074&LangID=E
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CHINA: GLOBAL CIVIL SOCIETY CALLS FOR RELEASE OF DETAINED HUMAN 

RIGHTS LAWYERS 

Six months have passed since the so-called '709 crackdown', which has been recognised by experts as 

perhaps the most sustained, targeted crackdown against the rights defence movement in China in 

recent history. To mark this occasion, the International Service for Human Rights (ISHR) joins 

the China Human Rights Lawyers Concern Group and over 100 regional and international civil 

society organisations to call for international pressure on the Chinese Government to secure the 

release of defenders arbitrarily detained and forcibly disappeared.  

According to China's own laws, pre-trial detentions on criminal charges can only last a maximum of 

37 days; 'residential surveillance in a designated location' is an administrative measure that cannot 

exceed 6 months. This weekend, 9-10 January, that six-month period will end for lawyer Wang Yu, 

her husband and activist Bao Longjun, and several of their colleagues who have been held by Chinese 

authorities since July.  

'Widespread concerns about the independence of lawyers and their ability to make critical 

contributions to the protection of human rights cannot be ignored,' says ISHR's Asia programme 

manager Sarah M. Brooks. 'Everyone from local actors in China to the experts on the UN 

Committee against Torture have pointed to the harassment of defenders as a major barrier to 

justice.' 

Diplomatic pressure on the Chinese Government, both bilaterally and multilaterally, is critical 

to ensuring that these calls for greater respect of human rights are heard, respected, and acted 

upon.  

Says Ms. Brooks, 'This is just one more move by Chinese authorities, among many others 

including the conviction and suspended sentence of Pu Zhiqiang last month, to weaken and discredit 

the rights defence movement in the country. The international community, including the UN, must 

ensure that these serious violations have serious consequences.' 

The full text of the letter is copied below and additional background can be found on the Concern 

Group's website, at http://www.chrlawyers.hk/en. 

 “China Must Respect Due Process and Uphold the Rule of Law: A call for the Release 

of 36 Illegally Detained Human Rights Lawyers and Defenders” 

 A Joint Statement by 108 Worldwide Civil Society Organisations regarding the 709 

Crackdown 

(9th January 2016, Hong Kong) Exactly six months have passed since 9 July 2015 when the Chinese 

Government started detaining human rights lawyers and defenders in large scale. To date, we take note that 

14 lawyers and 22 human rights defenders have remained under various forms of confinement, with some in 

complete disappearance. In addition, another 33 of them are banned from travelling out of the country.  

The China Human Rights Lawyers Concern Group (the Concern Group) and Taiwan Support China Human 

Rights Lawyers Network, along with 106 worldwide civil society organisations, once again call on the 

international community to pay continued attention to all those who are still in detention arbitrarily, to their 

mental and physical wellbeing as well as to the safety of their families and associates. 

http://www.chrlawyers.hk/en
http://www.ishr.ch/news/china-urgently-implement-un-recommendations-end-torture-protect-defenders-and-address-reprisals
http://www.ishr.ch/news/china-urgently-implement-un-recommendations-end-torture-protect-defenders-and-address-reprisals
http://www.nytimes.com/2015/12/22/world/asia/china-pu-zhiqiang-sentence.html?_r=0
http://www.chrlawyers.hk/en
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We also wish to express our strong condemnation of the Chinese authorities’ transgression of the legal rights 

of the lawyers and human rights defenders. 

Independent sources indicate that the persecution of lawyers, defenders, activists and their families and other 

activists by means of intimidation, close surveillance and custody has been continuously ongoing since last July. 

It has also come to our attention that despite the numerous attempts by the defence lawyers and families of 

the detained individuals to seek redress and remedies within the Chinese domestic legal framework, all efforts 

have proved futile and all legal avenues have been exhausted. 

In view of the passage of the 37 days for criminal detention and approval of arrest, and the soon-to-expire 6-

month period for residential surveillance as stipulated in the Criminal Procedure Law, we urge the 

international community to join us in calling on the Chinese Government to: 

 Immediately disclose the whereabouts of the detained lawyers and rights defenders, and ensure that their 

psycho and physical wellbeing and safety are protected; 

 End all illegal and arbitrary detention and free all of the 36 lawyers and human rights defenders given no 

charge has been levied against these individuals; 

 Investigate all instances of malfeasance and abuse of powers by any law enforcement officer and bodies, 

and hold legally accountable those responsible; 

 Respect due process and abide by its domestic law and by the international obligations it has as member 

of the United Nations and as state party to the many international human rights conventions that it has 

signed and ratified; 

 In this regard, ensure respect for the UN Basic Principles on the Role of Lawyers, in particular that 

lawyers can perform their professional duties without any intimidation, harassment or unwarranted 

interference. 

Background: 

Six months on, the whereabouts of most of the lawyers and human rights defenders in detention since 9 July 

remain unknown to both their defence lawyers and their family members; basic due process rights, including 

the right to meet with a lawyer, are in this context a distant dream. 

Compared to previous persecution, the 709 crackdown has been one of the most targeted maneuvers against 

lawyers and activists -- in terms of its scale, number of people implicated, duration and severity -- since rights 

lawyers first appeared in 2003. Within a period of six months, 317 lawyers, lawyers and law firm staff from 

across the nation were affected. Members of this group were, and continue to be, summoned, questioned, 

banned from travelling out of the country, put under house arrest or ‘residential surveillance at designated 

location,’ or criminally detained, and even disappeared. 

Means of suppression have also become more diverse and comprehensive. Apart from manipulating the 

legally prescribed measure of “residential surveillance at designated locations” to effectively enable secret 

detention; the Government has also conducted a smear campaign of “trial by mass media”. The scope of 

control and intimidation was extended by the use of “collective punishment on families and friends”, and an 

additional chilling effect was achieved by threats and extortion; it has been amplified by the move to stifle 

external support and by attacks on lawyers’ online communications. 

The violations against those detained in the 709 crackdown are one of many examples of the deteriorating 

state of human rights and rule of law in China as well as the narrowing of civic space over the recent years. In 
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2015, civil society in China faced exceptional challenges, with NGOs forced to close down; repressive national 

security and counter-terrorism legislation adopted; and dissidents, internet leaders, and members of religious 

and socially disadvantaged groups seized and or detained in unprecedented scale. 

The Chinese Government has rendered meaningless the pledges of President Xi Jinping to uphold “rule 

according to law”.  Its actions amount to blatant disregard of international norms and principles, and overt 

infringement of its own domestic laws 

We reiterate the importance of lawyers as an imperative and indispensable force in the promotion and 

protection of rule of law and human rights in any country. If lawyers have no human rights, there can be no 

room for rule of law. 

Initiating Organisations發起團體 (2): 

1. China Human Rights Lawyers Concern Group中國維權律師關注組 

2. Taiwan Support China Human Rights Lawyers Network台灣聲援中國人權律師網絡 

Cosignatories 連署團體 (106): 

Hong Kong and Macau organisations香港和澳門團體 (35): 

1. 愛瞞日報 Macau Concealers (澳門) 

2. 民間人權陣線Civil Human Right Front(香港) 

3. 中國勞動透視Labour Action China 

4. 中國勞工通訊China Labour Bulletin 

5. 全球化監察  Global Monitor 

6. 公共專業聯盟 (香港)The Professional Commons (Hong Kong) 

7. 勞動力(香港) Worker Empowerment (Hong Kong) 

8. 勞工教育及服務網路(香港)Labour Education and Service Network (Hong Kong) 

9. 學民思潮(香港) Scholarism (Hong Kong) 

10. 嶺南大學學生會(香港) Lingnan University Students’Union (Hong Kong) 

11. 左翼21(香港) Left 21(Hong Kong) 

12. 放射良心(香港) Radiation Therapist and Radiographer Conscience (Hong Kong) 

13. 法政匯思(香港) Progressive Lawyers Group (Hong Kong) 

14. 社工復興運動(香港)Reclaiming Social Work Movement (Hong Kong) 

15. 精算思政(香港) Act Voice (Hong Kong) 

16. 良心理政(香港) HK Psychologist Concern 

17. 藝界起動(香港) Artists Action (Hong Kong) 

18. 街坊工友服務處 (香港) Neighbourhood and Worker's Service Centre (Hong Kong) 

19. 進步教師同盟(香港) Progressive Teachers' Alliance (Hong Kong) 

20. 陳文成博士紀念基金會 Dr. Chen Wen-chen Memorial Foundation 

21. 青年中國 China Reborn 

22. 青年重奪未來(香港) Age of Resistance (Hong Kong) 

23. 香港中文大學學生會 The Student Union of the Chinese University of Hong Kong 

24. 香港中文大學學生會法律學院院會 Undergraduate Law Society, the Chinese University of Hong 

Kong 

25. 香港大學學生會 Hong Kong University Students' Union 

26. 香港大學學生會法律學會Law Association, The University of Hong Kong 

27. 香港天主教正義和平委員會 Justice and Peace Commission of the Hong Kong Catholic Diocese 

28. 香港婦女勞工協會Hong Kong Women Workers' Association 

29. 香港專上學生聯會Hong Kong Federation of Students 
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30. 香港市民支援愛國民主運動聯合會Hong Kong Alliance in Support of Patriotic Democratic 

Movements of China 

31. 香港教育專業人員協會Hong Kong Professional Teachers’ Union 

32. 香港樹仁大學學生會The Student Union of Hong Kong Shue Yan University 

33. 香港理工大學學生會Hong Kong Polytechnic University Students' Union 

34. 香港科技大學學生會 The Hong Kong University of Science and Technology Students' Union 

35. 香港職工會聯盟 Hong Kong Confederation of Trade Unions 

Taiwan Organisations 台灣團體 (38): 

36. 人權公約施行監督聯盟 (台灣) Covenants Watch (Taiwan) 

37. 公共知識分子雜誌社 Public Intellectuals Magazine 

38. 公民攝影守護民主陣線 Shot For Democracy (Taiwan) 

39. 台北律師公會人權委員會Taipei Bar Association Human Rights Committee 

40. 台灣人權促進會Taiwan Association for Human Rights 

41. 台灣促進和平基金會 PeaceTime Foundation of Taiwan 

42. 台灣冤獄平反協會 Taiwan Association for Innocence 

43. 台灣出版自由陣線 Taiwan Press Freedom Front 

44. 台灣勞工陣線 Taiwan Labor Front 

45. 台灣和平草根聯盟 Taiwan Grassroots Alliance for Peace 

46. 台灣國際醫學聯盟 Taiwan International Medical Alliance 

47. 台灣圖博之友會 Taiwan Friends of Tibet 

48. 台灣廢除死刑推動聯盟 Taiwan Alliance to End the Death Penalty 

49. 台灣永社 Taiwan Forever Association 

50. 台灣維吾爾之友會 Taiwan Friends of Uyghur 

51. 台灣蠻野心足生態協會 Wild at Heart Legal Defense Association, Taiwan 

52. 台灣關懷中國人權聯盟 Taiwan Association for China Human Rights 

53. 台灣陪審團協會 Taiwan Jury Association 

54. 台灣青年反共救國團 Taiwan Youth Anti-Communist Corps 

55. 在台藏人福利協會 Taiwan Tibetan Welfare Association 

56. 婦女新知基金會 Awakening Foundation 

57. 島國前進 Taiwan March 

58. 想想論壇 Thinking Taiwan 

59. 流水線上-血汗企業監督平台 Monitoring on Sweatshop Supply Chain 

60. 海龍王愛地球協會 Oceanus Honors Gaia (Taiwan) 

61. 環境法律人協會 Environmental Jurists Association 

62. 監所關注小組 Prison Watch (Taiwan) 

63. 臺灣健康人權行動協會 Taiwan Health Right Initiative 

64. 臺灣勞動與社會政策研究協會 Taiwan Labor and Social Policy Research Association 

65. 臺灣職業安全健康連線 Taiwan Occupational Safety and Health Link 

66. 臺灣自由圖博學會 Taiwan Students for a Free Tibet 

67. 華人民主文化協會 Taiwan Society for Democracy 

68. 華人民主書院 New School for Democracy 

69. 蘋果樹公社 The Appletree Commune (Taiwan) 

70. 要健康婆婆媽媽團 Health Ma Group (Taiwan) 

71. 財團法人民間司法改革基金會(台灣) Judicial Reform Foundation (Taiwan) 

72. 黑眼睛文化 Dark Eyes Ltd. (Taiwan) 

73. 台灣守護民主平台 Taiwan Democracy Watch 
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Organisations from other countries and regions 其他國家和地區的團體 (33): 

74. Action by Christians for the Abolition of Torture (France) 

75. Asian Human Rights Commission 亞洲人權委員會 

76. Canada-Hong Kong Link 港加聯 

77. Champs Libres 自由領域 

78. China aid 對華援助協會 

79. China Change (改變中國) 

80. Chinese Scholar Friendship Association 中華學人聯誼會 

81. Christian Soldarity Worldwide (CSW) 

82. CIVICUS: World Alliance for Citizen Participation 公民社會：世界公民參與聯盟 

83. Committee to Support Chinese Lawyers 

84. Council of Bars and Law Societies of Europe 

85. Cross Cultural Foundation Thailand 

86. Fair Trial 

87. FIDH: Mouvement Mondial Des Droits Humans 

88. Foro Penal 

89. Foundation Day Of the Endangered Lawyer 

90. Front Line Defenders (Ireland) 前線衛士(愛爾蘭) 

91. Human Rights Briefing 文社人权教育中心 

92. Human Rights Watch 人權觀察 

93. Humanitarian China 人道中國 

94. Independent Chinese Pen 獨立中文筆會 

95. Initiatives for China (USA)公民力量 

96. International Association of Peoples' Lawyers (國際人民律師協會) 

97. International Service for Human Rights 

98. Lawyers for Lawyers (Netherlands) 

99. Lawyers' Rights Watch Canada (加拿大律師權利觀察) 

100. Menschenrechte für China (Germany) 中國人權支持會(德國) 

101. Minbyun (South Korea) 民辯(南韓) 

102. Observatoire mondial IDHAE des violations des droits de la défense et des droits des avocats dans le 

monde 

103. The International Campaign for Tibet 

104. Union Internationale des Avocats (UIA – International Association of Lawyers 

105. Visual Artists Guild (USA) 視覺藝術家協會(美國) 

106. World Organization Against Torture (OMCT) 

BAHRAIN: DROP CHARGES AGAINST HUMAN RIGHTS DEFENDER MOHAMMED 

AL-MASKATI 

Update 8 January 2016 

On 7 January 2016, in line with the NGO appeal below, the Bahrain Court of Appeals 

acquitted Bahraini human rights defender and former ISHR trainee Mohammed Al-Maskati of all charges. 

Outspoken Bahraini human rights defender Mohammed Al-Maskati faces six months in prison if an 

appeals court uphold a sentence handed down one year ago for his human rights activities. The 

undersigned organisations call for the verdict to be overturned when his case is heard by the Court 

of Appeals on 22 December 2015, and call for an end to the more than three years of judicial 

harassment of Al-Maskati.  
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Al-Maskati is the founder and former president of the Bahrain Youth Society for Human Rights 

(BYSHR) and currently a digital security consultant at Front Line Defenders. On 31 December 2014, 

the Lower Criminal Court in Bahrain sentenced him to six months in prison but he remained free on 

bail of 100 BHD until the appeal.  

On 16 October 2012, Al-Maskati was first summoned for interrogation at Al-Naem police station. 

He was then arrested and brought the following day before the public prosecution on charges of 

allegedly “rioting and participating in an illegal gathering.” The charges were in reference to a Friday 

protest in Manama (on 12 October 2012) entitled “Self-determination”. He was released the 

following day after interrogation, and brought to trial in June 2013. For more on his case, 

see: https://www.frontlinedefenders.org/MohammedAl-Maskati.  

Al-Maskati has been active in documenting and reporting violations committed by the Bahraini 

authorities in recent years. A few weeks before his arrest in October 2012, he had participated in 

side events at the United Nations Human Rights Council (HRC) in Geneva. The undersigned 

organisations call on the UN and its member states to take action to protect Al-Maskati and all 

human rights defenders who participate in UN events.  

The organisations are gravely concerned that the sentencing of Mohammed Al-Maskati is part of an 

on-going trend of politically-motivated charges being used against human rights defenders and 

activists in Bahrain in an effort to stop them from carrying out their legitimate human rights work.  

Please add your voice on twitter using the hashtag #DropAlMaskatiCharges and join the call for the 

Bahraini authorities to end the judicial harassment of Mohammed Al-Maskati and other human rights 

defenders, for the sentence against him to be overturned, and to refrain from exploiting the judicial 

system for political purposes.  

Signatiories, 

 Americans for Democracy and Human Rights in Bahrain (ADHRB) 

 Arabic Network for Human Rights Information (ANHRI) 

 Bahrain Center for Human Rights (BCHR) 

 Bahrain Institute for Rights and Democracy (BIRD) 

 Bahrain Youth Society for Human Rights (BYSHR) 

 Cairo Institute for Human Rights Studies (CIHRS) 

 FIDH, within the Observatory for the Protection of Human Rights Defenders 

 Front Line Defenders 

 Gulf Centre for Human Rights (GCHR) 

 International Service for Human Rights (ISHR) 

 Maharat Foundation 

 Social Media Exchange (SMEX) 

http://www.gc4hr.org/news/view/864
https://www.frontlinedefenders.org/MohammedAl-Maskati.%C2%A0
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 World Organisation Against Torture (OMCT), within the Observatory for the Protection of 

Human Rights Defenders 

VIET NAM: RELEASE PROMINENT HUMAN RIGHTS DEFENDERS NGUYEN VAN 

DAI AND LE THU HA 

In a joint statement released, 26 organisations from around the world called on the Vietnamese 

Government to release prominent human rights activists in compliance with its international and 

domestic obligations.    

Nguyen Van Dai and his colleague, Le Thu Ha, were arrested in Hanoi on 16 December 2015 and 

have been charged under the Vietnamese Penal Code with ‘conducting propaganda against the 

Socialist Republic of Viet Nam’. Concerns have been raised that Mr Nguyen and Ms Le are at risk of 

torture and other ill-treatment. If convicted, they face up to 20 years in prison. 

The Vietnamese Penal Code has been routinely and arbitrarily invoked to suppress critical voices in 

Viet Nam. The statement also urges the international community to put pressure on the Vietnamese 

Government in respect of these cases, which blatantly restrict the right to freedom of expression. 

Full text of the statement is available here and below. 

On 16 December 2015, prominent human rights lawyer, Mr. Nguyen Van Dai, 46, and his colleague, Ms. Le 

Thu Ha, 33, were arrested at their home and office in Hanoi, Viet Nam, respectively. Both have been charged 

with “conducting propaganda against the Socialist Republic of Viet Nam” under Article 88 of the Vietnamese 

Penal Code, a law that has been routinely and arbitrarily invoked by the Government to suppress critical 

voices. 

Mr. Nguyen and Ms. Le are being held in B14 prison in Hanoi. Requests by activists to visit them have been 

rejected and there are concerns that they are at risk of torture and other ill-treatment. If convicted, Mr. 

Nguyen and Ms. Le could face up to 20 years in prison. 

We appeal to the Vietnamese Government to honor its international and domestic obligations and to release 

Mr. Nguyen and Ms. Le immediately and unconditionally. 

We also call on the international community to act and put pressure on the Vietnamese Government 

regarding these cases which have a severe chilling effect on freedom of expression in Viet Nam. 

During Mr. Nguyen’s arrest, his home was searched thoroughly by approximately 20 police officers. His 

laptops, bank documents and many other personal items were confiscated, while his apartment remains 

under tight surveillance. 

Mr. Nguyen is a well-known peaceful campaigner for a multi-party democracy and the protection of human 

rights in Viet Nam. He has devoted his life to providing legal assistance to the most vulnerable and 

marginalized people in society. 

Mr. Nguyen has repeatedly been subjected to unwarranted persecution for undertaking his legitimate work. In 

2007, he was convicted under Article 88 of the Penal Code (employing propaganda against the state) and 

sentenced to 4 years in prison and placed under 4 years of house arrest. At the time, he had been holding 

seminars to teach students about the fundamentals of a free society and the rule of law. 

Since Mr. Nguyen’s release from prison in 2011, he had been subjected to countless incidents of harassment 

and surveillance by police officers. He was still recovering from injuries sustained from a vicious assault by 

http://www.ishr.ch/sites/default/files/documents/final_joint_statement_-_nguyen_van_dai_and_le_thu_ha_-_final.pdf
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masked assailants on 6 December 2015, after he had attended a meeting to mark International Human 

Rights Day. He was badly beaten, robbed and thrown on the street. 

Viet Nam has ratified the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, (ICCPR), which protects the right 

to freedom of opinion and expression (Article 19), and the right to liberty and security of a person, which 

includes the right to not be subjected to arbitrary arrest and detention (Article 9). 

The UN Basic Principles on the Role of Lawyers specifically affirm that lawyers are “entitled to freedom of 

expression, belief, association and assembly” and that, “they shall have the right to take part in public 

discussion of matters concerning the law, the administration of justice and the promotion and protection of 

human rights”. The Basic Principles also set out a number of guarantees to ensure that lawyers are able to 

fulfill their professional roles without undue interference. 

Furthermore, Viet Nam’s Constitution protects the right to freedom of opinion and speech (Article 25) and 

guarantees that no citizen may be arrested without a warrant and that the arrest and detention must be in 

accordance with the law (Article 20). 

We therefore strongly urge the Vietnamese authorities to comply with Viet Nam’s human rights obligations, 

and drop all charges against Mr. Nguyen and Ms. Le, who have been peacefully carrying out activities to 

promote and protect human rights. 

We further urge the international community to strongly intervene at the highest possible levels to support the 

expeditious release of both human rights defenders. 

SIGNATORIES: 

1. Amnesty International – ENGLAND 

2. Christian Solidarity Worldwide - ENGLAND 

3. Front Line Defenders – IRELAND 

4. CIVICUS: World Alliance for Citizen Participation – SOUTH AFRICA 

5. Civil Rights Defenders – SWEDEN 

6. International Service for Human Rights – SWITZERLAND 

7. International Commission of Jurists – SWITZERLAND 

8. Freedom House – USA 

9. Human Rights Foundation – USA 

10. Humanitarian China – USA 

11. National Congress of Vietnamese Americans – USA 

12. People In Need – CZECH REPUBLIC 

13. Van Lang – CZECH REPUBLIC 

14. Asian Forum for Human Rights and Development (FORUM-ASIA) – THAILAND 
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15. Foundation for Community Educational Media – THAILAND 

16. SHANAH – BURMA 

17. Commission for the Disappeared and Victims of Violence (KontraS) – INDONESIA 

18. The Institute for Policy Research and Advocacy (ELSAM) – INDONESIA 

19. Legal Aid Center for the Press (LBH Pers) – INDONESIA 

20. ASEAN SOGIE Caucus – PHILIPPINES 

21. Vietnamese Overseas Initiative for Conscience Empowerment (VOICE) – USA, AUSTRALIA, CANADA & 

EUROPE 

22. Brotherhood for Democracy – VIET NAM 

23. Civil Society Forum – VIET NAM 

24. No-U Mien Trung – VIET NAM 

25. Vietnam Path Movement – VIET NAM 

26. Vietnamese Political & Religious Prisoners Friendship Association – VIET NAM 

VIET NAM: INVESTIGATE AND PREVENT ATTACKS AGAINST HUMAN RIGHTS 

DEFENDERS 

Government officials in Viet Nam must desist from, prevent, investigate and ensure accountability for 

a worsening spate of violent attacks against human rights defenders and lawyers in the country, ISHR 

said.  

The call came after four human rights activists, including prominent lawyer  Nguyen Van Dai, were 

beaten by a mob of men armed with sticks on 6 December 2015. 

It also came after Viet Nam failed to support a resolution adopted by the Third Committee of the 

UN General Assembly which explicitly condemns threats and attacks against defenders, calls on 

States to prevent and ensure accountability for such attacks, and reiterates the obligation of all States 

to provide and protect a safe and enabling environment for human rights defenders and exercise of 

the rights to freedom of expression, association and peaceful assembly. 

'Viet Nam has both an interest and obligation when it comes to protecting human rights defenders,' 

said ISHR Director Phil Lynch. 'The interest arises because the work of defenders is vital to promote 

and protect human rights, uphold the rule of law, and contribute to sustainable and inclusive 

development. The obligation arises because Viet Nam is bound under the UN Declaration on Human 

Rights Defenders and other international law, and as a member of the UN Human Rights Council, to 

safeguard defenders and ensure an enabling environment for their work.' 

'Protecting human rights defenders from attacks and investigating and ensuring accountability where 

they occur is the absolute core minimum that should be expected of UN Human Rights Council 

members,' Mr Lynch said. 

http://www.ishr.ch/news/general-assembly-adopts-important-resolution-human-rights-defenders-face-opposition-china-and
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ISHR's statement came as a spokesperson for the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights 

expressed similar concerns, saying on 11 December 2015 that: 

We are alarmed at the recent spate of violent attacks on human rights defenders in Viet Nam and are 

concerned by the apparent failure of the authorities to investigate and prosecute the perpetrators. 

The third such incident since September took place last Sunday (6 December) when Mr. Nguyen Van Dai, a 

prominent lawyer, and three other human rights defenders were conducting a training forum in Nam Dan 

District, Nghe An Province. Police attempted to halt the forum for human rights defenders, but the 60 

participants refused to leave. Police then stayed on to monitor the session. After the course ended, the four 

activists were beaten by a group of about 20 men armed with sticks. 

In the two other recent cases, in November and September, human rights lawyers and activists were 

attacked, apparently in reprisal for their work on sensitive cases. 

We have expressed our concern to the Vietnamese authorities over these attacks and sought clarification on 

serious allegations that plainclothes policemen were involved. 

We urge the Government of Viet Nam to take urgent measures to ensure the security of all human rights 

defenders and to undertake prompt, thorough and impartial investigations of all the reported incidents 

involving human rights defenders. 

Human rights defenders are entitled to particular protection by State authorities under international human 

rights law. The relevant standards are outlined in the Declaration on the right and responsibility of individuals, 

groups and organs of society to promote and protect universally recognized human rights and fundamental 

freedoms (Declaration on Human Rights Defenders), which was adopted by the UN General Assembly by 

consensus in 1999. 

Our Work to Strengthen Laws and Systems 

National  

KUWAIT: NEW CYBER CRIMES LAW RESTRICTS FREE EXPRESSION AND 

TARGETS ONLINE ACTIVISTS 

The Arabic Network for Human Rights Information (ANHRI), Article 19, the Gulf Centre for Human 

Rights (GCHR), the International Service for Human Rights (ISHR), and Reporters Without Borders 

(RSF) are seriously concerned about the impact of the new Cyber Crimes Law no. 63, which 

came into force on 12 January 2016, on freedom of expression and online activism in Kuwait. The 

law was published in the official newspaper on 07 July 2015 after being approved by the National 

Assembly on 16 June 2015. 

The new legislation contains 21 articles which seek to regulate a number of online activities in 

Kuwait. In particular, we are concerned that the new law, especially articles 4, 6 and 7, could be used 

to limit freedom of expression on the Internet, as well as to target online activists including bloggers 

and citizen journalists. 

Under international human rights law, any restriction on freedom of expression must meet the 

three-part test under Article 19 (3) of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights 

(‘ICCPR’), i.e. it must be (1) provided by law; (2) pursue a legitimate aim as enumerated under Article 
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19 (3); and (3) be necessary and proportionate [in a democratic society]. We believe that the Kuwaiti 

Cybercrimes law fails those tests and is therefore in breach of international law. 

Overly Broad Restrictions on Public Morality Grounds 

Article 4 (4) punishes by imprisonment for a term not exceeding two years and a fine of not less than 

two thousand dinars and not exceeding five thousand dinars: “Item 4. Whoever establishes a website 

or publishes or produces or prepares or creates or sends or stores information or data with a view 

to use, distribute or display to others via the Internet or an information technology device that 

would prejudice public morality or manages a place for this purpose.” In our view, Article 4 is overly 

broad. In particular, it fails to define what constitutes ‘prejudice to public morality’. We are therefore 

concerned that this article could be used to target online activists expressing controversial views on 

religious or other matters of public interest on spurious “public morality” grounds. 

Overly Broad Restrictions Based on the Press and Publications Law 

Article 6 is based on Article 27 (1, 2 and 3) of the Press and Publications Law (no. 3/2006) which 

punishes editors and writers who commit acts that are described in article 19, 20 and 21 of the law, 

with up to one year imprisonment and a fine of up to 20,000 Dinars. We are concerned that items 

(1, 2, 3 and 4) of Article 27 give powers to the Criminal Court to punish any of the described acts by 

revoking the license or shutting down a newspaper for a period not exceeding one year, as well as 

the confiscation of published copies. Some of the acts described in articles 19, 20 and 21 are listed 

below: 

Criticizing the Head of State, which is in this case the Emir himself. 

The publication of anything that would: (a) Show contempt or disdain for the State Constitution; 

(b) Insult or demonstrate contempt for the judiciary or prosecutors or prejudice the integrity and 

impartiality of the judiciary or interfere with what the courts and investigating authorities decide 

should not be disclosed; (c) Prejudice public morals or incite to breach public order or violation of 

laws or to commit crimes even if the crime did not occur. 

In our view, Article 6 of the Cybercrime Law and Articles 19, 20, and 21 of the Press and 

Publications Law are excessively broad. In particular, we are concerned that Article 6 will significantly 

threatens freedom of opinion and expression on the Internet and the right to receive and impart 

information of Internet users in Kuwait. Furthermore, Article 6 appears to be designed to target 

activists and citizens journalists who are expressing their opinions about ongoing events in their 

country on social networking sites. While Kuwait has generally demonstrated considerable respect 

for freedom of expression compared to other Gulf countries, we are concerned that this article will 

turn Kuwait into a much more repressive state where bloggers and Kuwaiti citizens are punished for 

expressing dissenting or critical viewpoints on the Internet. 

Sedition 

We are further concerned about Article 7, which includes punishment not exceeding 10 years for a 

number of acts listed in Article 28 of the Press and Publications Law (no. 3/2006), including “the 

publication of incitement to overthrow the regime in the country.” Human rights organisations, as 

well as individual human rights defenders, are also likely to be targeted under this article.    

We firmly believe that the new Cyber Crimes Law is a direct assault on the right to freedom of 

opinion and belief and the right to freedom of expression and it is going to be used by the authorities 
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in Kuwait to restrict freedom of expression and opinion on various social media networks. We are 

also very concerned that it could be used against human rights defenders, including bloggers and 

online activists, who cover human rights issues in their writings and bring them to the attention of 

international human rights bodies or organisations. 

We therefore urge the relevant Kuwaiti authorities to: 

 Immediately repeal Articles 4, 6 and 7 of the Cybercrimes Law. At the very least, the application 

of Articles 4, 6 and 7 should be suspended pending its repeal so as to ensure that bloggers and 

activists are not unduly targeted. 

 Immediately repeal the Press and Publications Law. At the very least, the application of Articles 

19, 20, 21, 27 and 28 should be suspended pending the repeal of the law. 

 Guarantee in all circumstances that all human rights defenders, including online activists, are able 

to carry out their legitimate human rights activities without fear of reprisals and free of 

restrictions including judicial harassment.   

Signed, 

1. Arabic Network for Human Rights Information (ANHRI) 

2. Article 19 

3. Gulf Centre for Human Rights (GCHR) 

4. International Service for Human Rights (ISHR) 

5. Reporters Without Borders (RSF) 

 

NIGERIA: WITHDRAW RESTRICTIVE SOCIAL MEDIA BILL 

Restrictive social media law would criminalise free expression and human rights advocacy. 

In January coalition of nearly 20 Nigerian, African, and international rights group, including 

ISHR, delivered a letter to key officials in the Nigerian Senate, citing concerns about free expression 

and the criminalisation of free expression under the Frivolous Petitions Prohibition Bill. 

'The Frivolous Petitions Prohibition Bill is another attempt at limiting freedom of expression, 

especially on a platform that has allowed citizens to connect with others to take appropriate joint 

action against government inaction at various levels,' said Gbenga Sesan, Executive Director of 

Paradigm Initiative Nigeria. 'Continued action on the bill by the Senate will further reinforce the 

trend of repressive legislation in the online space in Nigeria' 

'Recent online protests against this bill would, ironically, be jailworthy offenses if this were to go 

through,' said Deji Olukotun, Senior Global Advocacy Manager at Access Now. 'At a time when 

Africa’s largest democracy has committed to fighting corruption, the bill could criminalise reporting 

by journalists and prevent citizens from holding their officials accountable.' 

The Frivolous Petitions Prohibition Bill — which is popularly called the Social Media Bill — received 

its second reading in the Senate last month, paving the way for a third and final reading and eventual 

referral to the House of Representatives, the second chamber in the legislature. It would impose 

penalties of up to N2,000,000 ($10,000) and up to two years in jail. 

https://www.accessnow.org/13073-2/
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The open letter was convened by Paradigm Initiative Nigeria and Access Now, and urges Senators to 

drop the bill from consideration, but also underscores that the country’s Cybercrime Act, passed this 

year, imposes even stiffer penalties of up to 10 years. 

'The Cybercrime Act has not been used to convict a single cyber-criminal in the last six months since 

it was passed,' added Gbenga Sesan. 'Yet within the same space of time, there have been arrests and 

detention of at least three bloggers for writing what has been deemed offensive to the "powerful".’ 

'Freedom of expression, both online and offline, is essential to democracy, good government and the 

rule of law,' said ISHR Director, Phil Lynch. 'Any attempt to unduly restrict freedom of expression is 

not only prohibited under international law, but likely to undermine efforts to promote transparency 

and accountability and to combat corruption. The Social Media Bill should be withdrawn without 

delay.' 

Signers of the open letter include Access Now, Association for Progressive Communications, Centre 

for Information Technology and Development, Civil Society Legislative Advocacy Centre (CISLAC), 

Collaboration on International ICT Policy in East and Southern Africa (CIPESA), Committee to 

Protect Journalists, Electronic Frontier Foundation, Enough is Enough Nigeria, Freedom House, 

International Service for Human Rights, Internet Sans Frontiers, KICKTANet, Media Rights Agenda, 

Paradigm Initiative Nigeria, Pen International, Pen Nigeria, Rudi International, Social Media Exchange 

(SMEX), Web Foundation, West African Journalists’ Association, Zimbabwe Human Rights NGO 

Forum. 

International  

INCREASED COLLABORATION WITHIN CIVIL SOCIETY HIGHLIGHTED DURING 

SINGAPORE’S UNIVERSAL PERIODIC REVIEW (UPR) 

Despite legislative restrictions and judicial harassment of human rights defenders and measures to 

inhibit the human rights organisations to set up and function freely and independently, years of effort 

and dedication on the part of defenders in Singapore has led to a civil society that is increasingly 

vibrant. Unfortunately, as a result they are also increasingly under threat. 

Many say it was the years of hard work by human rights defenders who have been working to 

strengthen civil society who made this happen; defenders such as Teo Soh Lung and Sinapan 

Samydorai – who attended Geneva for Singapore’s universal periodic review (UPR). 

While in Geneva, Teo Soh Lung spoke to ISHR about her time in arbitrary detention, the judiciary’s 

inability to grant her justice and her motivation to tell her story - ‘I knew people would continue to be 

treated as I was if I didn’t speak out about it. There were people who were arbitrarily arrested before me 

under the Internal Security Act, but I didn’t know why they were arrested. I wanted to create awareness 

within, and strengthen, civil society.’ 

Teo Soh referred to the manner in which the civil society movement in Singapore, which went quiet 

after her arrest in the 1980’s, regained strength and became more active about the time of the 

release of her book and her story. Teo Soh Lung and others detained with her have since 

established Function 8 Limited, a social enterprise which advocates against indefinite imprisonment 

without trial - currently permitted by the Internal Security Act, the Criminal Law (Temporary 

Provisions) Act and the Misuse of Drugs Act. 

https://fn8org.wordpress.com/
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While in Geneva, Sinapan Samydorai recalled his experience attending ISHR’s annual Human Rights 

Defender Advocacy Programme in 2001 – ‘It was at this programme that I learnt about the 14 years of 

lobbying, advocacy and negotiation that resulted in the UN General Assembly’s adoption of the landmark 

Declaration on Human Rights Defenders which recognised the important and legitimate role of human rights 

activity, and the need to protect those involved human rights work.’ 

On Sinapan Samydorai’s return to Singapore in 2001, Think Centre applied to register as an 

independent civil society organisation with the aim of critically examining issues related to political 

development, democracy, rule of law, human rights and civil society. 

‘The application was successful and in October 2001, the Register of Societies recognised Think Centre as a 

society. This was historical as never before had the State recognised any group working on the promotion and 

protection of human rights.’ 

Many civil society organisations in Singapore have more recently been working collaboratively, albeit 

informally, to raise awareness about various human rights issues. Adrian Heok, President of Think 

Centre, stated that Singapore’s UPR provided an opportunity to make this informal collaboration 

more formal. The UPR process led to the formation of the Alliance of Like-Minded Civil Society 

Organisation (ALMOS) in Singapore. 

‘We knew that the Government could not dismiss ten organisations working together as easily as it does a 

single organisation. And we were right. We have seen first-hand the difference in the response to ALMOS’ 

collective call - both by our Government and other Governments’, said Heok. 

‘The Singaporean Government was forced to listen when issues we have been raising were included in 

recommendations received from other States. In particular, in respect of those issues where the Government’s 

position significantly lags behind international standards’, added Hoek.      

While there has been considerable progress, there remains a lot to be done. ISHR’s briefing paper on 

the situation of human rights defenders, which served as a submission to the UPR and is intended to 

assist States and other stakeholders to formulate questions and recommendations during the UPR, 

highlights concerns over restrictions placed on civil society, including official restrictions on the 

exercise of the rights to freedom of expression. 

The paper highlights the Government’s continued silencing of discourse and criminalisation of the 

legitimate work of human rights defenders – including through charges of defamation, ‘contempt of 

court’, and media censorship laws such as the Newspaper and Printing Presses Act and the 

Broadcasting Act. 

In its last UPR, Singapore accepted a recommendation on repealing or narrowing the restrictions on 

public discourse. However, this has not yet been implemented. In its review last week, Singapore 

confirmed it would examine each of the recommendations received. ISHR urges Singapore to accept 

and implement recommendations for the protection of civil society.  

 

 

 

 

http://www.ishr.ch/news/ishr-2016-training-human-rights-defenders-now-open-applicants
http://www.ishr.ch/news/ishr-2016-training-human-rights-defenders-now-open-applicants
http://www.thinkcentre.org/about-us/
http://www.ishr.ch/sites/default/files/documents/singapore.pdf
http://www.ishr.ch/sites/default/files/documents/singapore.pdf
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UN COMMITTEE ON NGOS: DO NOT DENY NGOS THE RIGHT TO SPEAK 

In a decision that must be reversed by ECOSOC, States that are members of the UN Committee on NGOs 

have moved to silence an NGO and deny it access to the UN in violation of the rights to freedom of 

expression, association and due process. 

Update 1 February 2016 

The NGO Committee has voted to close the application of the Khmers Kampuchea-Krom 

Foundation (KKF) denying the NGO the opportunity to apply for consultative status.  This came on 

the back of the Committee's decision on Thursday to deny the NGO the opportunity to even speak 

in support of its own application. 

Only 3 Committee members voted against closure of the application - Greece, Israel and the US- 

with Uruguay abstaining. All other Committee members voted in favour.   

The US made a strong statement in support of the KKF's integrity as an organisation, Greece called 

the vote an 'extreme penalty' against an NGO, noting that no application should be closed without 

'unambiguous proof' that an NGO operated contrary to the principles of the UN Charter. 

Viet Nam - the State that has consistently objected to the application by the KKF - congratulated the 

Committee on its decision and its ability - as it described it - to distinguish between 'genuine' NGOs 

and others.   

'The NGO Committee is known for denying NGOs access to the UN through the practice of 

multiple deferrals of applications.  However, the Committee has hit a new low in denying an NGO 

the opportunity even to apply for access,' said ISHR's Eleanor Openshaw.  'Furthermore, it allowed 

accusations to be made against the NGO during its own session, without allowing the NGO to 

respond. The NGO Committee has allowed an NGO to be stigmatised and then silenced.  ECOSOC 

must reverse the decision of its Committee on this case at its next session in April.' 

------ 

A group of States led by Cuba, Nicaragua and Venezuela has succeeded in a UN vote to deny an 

NGO the right to respond to questions and allegations against it. In a move that the United States 

described as sending ‘a chilling message that free speech is under threat at the UN’, a majority of 

States in the UN Committee on NGOs voted in favour of silencing Khmers Kampuchea-Krom 

Federation (KKF), a US-based NGO. KKF is applying for ‘ECOSOC consultative status’ through the 

NGO Committee, a designation which is required for an NGO to be permitted to access and 

participate in many UN meetings.  

The UN NGO Committee’s vote on Thursday came after KKF’s application came before the 

Committee for consideration. In a joint statement, Cuba, Nicaragua and Venezuela requested that 

the application by KKF be closed. They based their objection on concerns first expressed by Viet 

Nam when KKF’s application was first considered in 2012. At the time Viet Nam described KKF as 

‘unqualified for a consultative status with ECOSOC’, alleging that it carried out ‘politically motivated 

acts (…) undermining the national unity of the State of Viet Nam’. The objections put forward by 

Viet Nam in 2012 led to ECOSOC reversing an earlier NGO Committee consensus decision to 

grant the KKF consultative status. In line with ECOSOC rules of procedure, an NGO can reapply for 

consultative status, which KKF did in 2015. 
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The request by Cuba, Nicaragua and Venezuela to close KKF’s new application was challenged by the 

US who called the move premature, as the NGO’s application had only been considered once by the 

Committee. It was agreed the NGO Committee would vote on the application on Friday morning.  

The members of the Committee then voted on the Chair’s proposal to allow the NGO to speak at 

the regular Q&A held at the end of each day the NGO Committee sits. Greece, Israel, US and 

Uruguay voted in favour of allowing the organisation the right to speak. Russia abstained. All other 

members of the Committee – Azerbaijan, Burundi, China, Cuba, Guinea, India, Iran, Mauritania, 

Nicaragua, Pakistan, South Africa, Sudan, Turkey, Venezuela – all voted against, except Guinea who 

was absent. 

The US noted that it was essential that the KKF be allowed to speak as this had to date been a one-

sided discussion based on Viet Nam’s original protest against the NGO. The US noted that ‘a serious 

allegation of misconduct’ was made against the NGO and the Committee was denying the NGO a 

chance to respond. They characterised the vote as one between freedom of speech and silencing 

debate. 

Committee member Greece noted that ‘one thing is to object to an NGO and another is to silence 

them’.  

States who voted against allowing KKF to speak quickly took the floor to distance themselves from 

the accusation that they were restricting freedom of speech, emphasising that their objection lay in 

their view that the NGO’s mission contravenes the UN Charter.  

Russia, who abstained in a vote regarding KKF’s participation in the Q&A, expressed interest in 

hearing from the NGO why it considered it should be reconsidered for consultative status having 

had its application previously rejected by ECOSOC.  

At the time of their denied accreditation in 2012, several NGOs including ISHR and Human Rights 

Watch, came together to express deep concern at the development. KKF is a US-based NGO that 

‘through the use of peaceful measures and international laws, seeks freedom, justice, and the right to 

self-determination for the Indigenous Khmer-Krom Peoples living under the oppression of the 

Vietnamese Government in Kampuchea-Krom’.  

‘By refusing to allow KKF the right to speak at a Q&A, the Committee is denying the organisation an 

opportunity to refute an accusation made against it by a UN Member State,’ said ISHR’s Eleanor 

Openshaw. 

‘Not only has the reputation of the organisation been seriously questioned, but a dangerous 

precedent set where an UN Committee silences an NGO seeking to engage with the UN. This is 

plainly incompatible with the rights to freedom of expression and association,’ Ms Openshaw said. 

ISHR’s view in this regard is strongly supported by the UN’s own expert on freedom of association 

and assembly, Maina Kiai, who in a major report in 2014 said that multilateral institutions have a legal 

obligation to ensure that people ‘can exercise their rights to freedom of peaceful assembly and of 

association in multilateral arena’. In that same report, the Special Rapporteur was particularly critical 

of the conduct of States on the UN's Committee on NGOs, resulting in the systematic exclusion of 

NGOs working on human rights issues. ‘States sitting on the Committee should champion the right 

to freedom of association and the right to freedom of peaceful assembly,’ said Mr Kiai in his report. 

 

https://www.hrw.org/news/2012/07/18/vietnam-letter-member-states-ecosoc-support-khmers-kampuchea-krom-federation
http://www.ishr.ch/news/un-respect-freedom-association-strengthen-civil-society-participation-and-combat-reprisals
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Background 

The NGO Committee is a committee of ECOSOC that considers applications by NGOs for 

consultative status with the UN, a status allowing them to access and participate in a range of UN 

meetings. During its public session of a week and a half, each day ends with a Q&A during which 

NGOs are provided with an opportunity to provide a short presentation of their organisation and 

answer questions from Committee members. 

PARAGUAY’S UPR: STATES AND HUMAN RIGHTS DEFENDERS CALL FOR 

PROTECTION AND FOLLOW-UP 

Para leer este artículo en español, haga click aquí. 

In Geneva on 20 January, several States recommended that Paraguay take concrete steps for the 

protection of human rights defenders (HRDs), journalists and campesino leaders, during the 

country’s second cycle Universal Periodic Review. Meanwhile, at a side event jointly organised by 

ISHR, local activists underlined the need for the State to consult civil society to define and implement 

practical mechanisms to tackle human rights violations in the country. 

During the second cycle of the Universal Periodic Review (UPR) in October 2011, Paraguay was not 

given any recommendations aimed directly at human rights defenders, in spite of the fact that 

defenders in Paraguay - especially defenders of indigenous and land rights - face repression from both 

the Government and non-State actors. ISHR therefore submitted a briefing paper to Paraguay’s 

second cycle regarding the current situation facing HRDs in Paraguay. 

During the UPR Working Group, several States gave comments and recommendations on HRDs. 

Such States include Slovenia, Sweden, Switzerland, Macedonia, the United States, and Norway. The 

representative of Norway expressed several recommendations on human rights defenders, asking 

that Paraguay recognise the legitimate participation of defenders, whilst creating and maintaining an 

environment ‘safe and conducive for human rights defenders and journalists to carry out their 

legitimate work without threat of violence or reprisal’. 

Afterwards, a parallel event was organised by ISHR, the Friedrich Ebert Foundation and the Human 

Rights Coordinator of Paraguay (CODEHUPY). Panellists included Anibal Cabrera of the 

Coordinator for the Rights of Children and Adolescents (CDIA), Francisco Benitez of CODEHUPY, 

Ireneo Téllez e Hipólito Acevei of the Working Committee for the Rights of Indigenous Peoples in 

Paraguay and Marcial Gómez the National Campesino Federation (FNC). 

The panellists touched on several issues which remained from the 1st cycle in 2011 including 

discrimination against women, children and indigenous communities; land restitution; and state 

violence. Several panellists commented that despite the efforts and intentions of the Government, 

implementation of the recommendations has been a recurring problem. Hipólito Acevei said that 

Paraguay's political will has two extremes, the assumption of responsibilities from the Government of 

its responsibilities on the one hand and on the other, a lack of comprehensive responses, strong 

institutions and practical solutions. 

As for the recommendations of the current session of the UPR, Marcial Gómez stressed the need to 

combat impunity and protect human rights defenders, including "peasants, women, indigenous people, 

and intellectuals", explaining that in several cases protesters and campesinos have been arrested, 

charged, repressed and even killed. 

http://www.ishr.ch/news/epu-de-paraguay-los-estados-y-defensores-de-derechos-humanos-piden-la-proteccion-y-el
http://www.ishr.ch/sites/default/files/article/files/paraguay.pdf
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The event concluded with the panellists emphasizing the important work of international NGOs in 

highlighting human rights realities in Paraguay – which are often unknown to the international 

community and overlooked by the Paraguayan Parliament. They also called upon States which had 

made recommendations to put in place follow-up mechanisms and ensure that human rights issues 

are discussed within the framework of ongoing diplomatic and economic relations. A representative 

from the Paraguayan State confirmed the openness of his Government to discuss and work with civil 

society to implement the recommendations of the UPR. 

Closing the event, ISHR’s Ben Leather remarked that ‘the UPR’s true impact and utility will only be 

felt when recommendations are effectively implemented in line with defenders’ demands. The 

Paraguayan Government must guarantee the protection and participation of human rights defenders 

if this is to become a reality’. 

The report of the UPR Working Group will be adopted at the Human Rights Council in June. 

UN GENERAL ASSEMBLY INCREASES SUPPORT FOR RESOLUTION ON 

DEFENDERS ON BACK OF NGO CALL 

Following a major NGO campaign coordinated by ISHR and Amnesty International, the plenary of the UN 

General Assembly has adopted a significant and substantive Norwegian-led resolution on the protection of 

human rights defenders by an increased majority. 

The UN General Assembly has passed a resolution on the protection of human rights defenders by 

127 – 14, with 41 abstentions, with more votes in favour than cast at the vote at the Third 

Committee last month. The increased majority comes on the back of a call by 180 NGOs from 

across the globe urging States to support human rights defenders and commit to their protection.  

The States that changed their vote to fully support the resolution in the UNGA plenary included 

Mauritania, Fiji, the Central African Republic and Zambia. In a very welcome move Togo, new Human 

Rights Council member, shifted its vote from an abstention to support the resolution. South Africa 

which had voted against the resolution in the Third Committee to great consternation, swiftly issued 

a statement about its position, and voted in favour of the resolution in the UNGA Plenary.  

‘We strongly welcome the support shown by these countries. The protection of human rights 

defenders should be an issue at the forefront of States’ concerns and there are still far too many 

countries putting other interests above the protection of key actors in the promotion of human 

rights,’ said ISHR’s Eleanor Openshaw. 

In a disappointing move, current Human Rights Council member Sierra Leone changed its vote from 

a yes at the Third Committee to an abstention in the UNGA vote. Cote d’Ivoire retained its 

abstention on the resolution, a worrying position given its HRC membership and leadership on the 

development of domestic law for the protection of defenders.1 

                                                

 

1 Human rights council members who either voted against (N) or abstained (A) on the UNGA resolution on the protection 
of human rights defenders are: Algeria (A), Bolivia (A), China (N),Congo (A), Cote d’Ivoire (A) Cuba (N),  Kazakhstan (A), 

Kenya (A), Namibia (A), Nigeria (A), Pakistan (N), Qatar (A), Russian Federation (N), Saudi Arabia (A), Sierra Leone (A), 

UAE (A), Venezuela (A), Viet Nam (A). 

http://www.un.org/ga/search/view_doc.asp?symbol=A/C.3/70/L.46/Rev.1
http://www.ishr.ch/news/general-assembly-adopts-important-resolution-human-rights-defenders-face-opposition-china-and
http://www.ishr.ch/news/general-assembly-adopts-important-resolution-human-rights-defenders-face-opposition-china-and
http://www.ishr.ch/sites/default/files/article/files/letter_to_member_states_final.pdf
http://www.ishr.ch/sites/default/files/article/files/letter_to_member_states_final.pdf
http://www.dirco.gov.za/docs/2015/unga1129.htm
http://www.dirco.gov.za/docs/2015/unga1129.htm
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Resolutions on NHRIs and on the safety of journalists and the issue of impunity both passed by 

consensus, as they did at the Third Committee stage. The Human Rights Council report was voted 

on and passed by 121 - 2 with 60 abstentions. Country resolutions on the DPRK and Iran also went 

to a vote at the UNGA plenary with slight increased majorities on the vote at the Third 

Committee. The UNGA vote on the DPRK passed by 119-19 with 48 abstentions, and the resolution 

on Iran by 81-37 with 67 abstentions.  The resolution on Syria, voted on in the Third Committee, 

was postponed for consideration at the UNGA pending a report on the resource implications of the 

resolution.  

HUMAN RIGHTS COUNCIL DISPATCHES EXPERT MISSION TO INVESTIGATE 

HUMAN RIGHTS ABUSES IN BURUNDI 

In a US-led resolution adopted by consensus at a special Human Rights Council session, the Council 

mandated the High Commissioner for Human Rights to put together an expert mission to Burundi, 

to investigate abuses and make recommendations to the Council and the Burundian Government on 

ways of ending serious human rights violations. 

Following on the heels of Security Council and African Union efforts to bring an end to the political 

crisis, the special session came after repeated demands by civil society, including ISHR, for the rapidly 

deteriorating situation to be addressed formally by the UN’s top human rights body. 

‘We welcome the initiative to - finally - enhance the UN’s human rights monitoring and investigation 

role, and to increase the political pressure on Burundi to end attacks on human rights defenders, 

peaceful protesters and the media,’ said Michael Ineichen, ISHR Head of Human Rights Council 

Advocacy. 

'It is critical that the OHCHR mission puts the protection of human rights defenders and civil society 

at the center of its attention’, Mr Ineichen said.  

In a statement to the Human Rights Council during the special session, ISHR welcomed the enhanced 

UN human rights monitoring and investigation role envisaged in the resolution.  

There was widespread support by a number of States for the special session of the Council and 

efforts to address this crisis. Ireland deplored attempts to silence dissent and called on Burundi to 

create the required circumstances to facilitate an inter-Burundian dialogue – noting that ‘Justice, 

accountability and ending impunity are essential’.  

Kenya described the situation in Burundi as a ‘deep spiralling political crisis’ and welcomed recent 

efforts - including the special session of the Council and the recent initiative at the Security Council - 

to resolve the conflict. The resolution was co-sponsored by four African states: Kenya, Ghana, 

Senegal and the Central African Republic.  

Referring to Nelson Mandela’s statement ‘for how long shall we kill our own people?’, Ghana 

welcomed the special session of the Council as well as a consensus resolution, highlighting that ‘we 

cannot remain indifferent’. 

The resolution underlines the complementarity and coordination of the Council’s efforts with other 

efforts of the United Nations, the African Union and other appropriate regional and international 

entities. In a press-release after its recent visit to Burundi, the African Commission on Human and 

Peoples’ Rights underscored the ‘importance of the presence of neutral monitors’ and called for an 

increase of human rights observers and military experts. 

http://www.ishr.ch/news/participation-national-human-rights-institutions-un-will-close-implementation-gap-ground
http://www.ishr.ch/news/burundi-human-rights-council-must-act-prevent-further-atrocities
http://www.files.ishr.ch/public/ss-hrc24/ISHR-statement-on-Burundi-SS-HRCSS24.pdf
http://www.african-union.africa-newsroom.com/press/final-communique-factfinding-mission-of-the-african-commission-on-human-and-peoples-rights-to-burundi?lang=en
http://www.african-union.africa-newsroom.com/press/final-communique-factfinding-mission-of-the-african-commission-on-human-and-peoples-rights-to-burundi?lang=en
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‘The statement by the African Commission indicates that the presence of and close monitoring by 

the international community in Burundi is vital to avoid further bloodshed,’ said Clement Voulé, 

Head of ISHR’s Africa program. 

Burundi was recently elected to be a member of the Human Rights Council from 2016. While the 

resolution adopted touched on this issue, it remains weak in this respect by merely urging Burundi to 

‘be mindful’ of the obligation on members to ‘uphold the highest standards in the promotion and 

protection of human rights’. 

‘We regret the Council’s failure to explicitly state member States’ obligation to cooperate with it, 

and condition Burundi’s membership on doing so,’ said Michael Ineichen. 

‘Full cooperation by the authorities with the urgent OHCHR mission, and an immediate halt to the 

serious human rights violations, should be a prerequisite for Burundi to commence its term on 1 

January,’ Mr Ineichen said.  

CHINA: URGENTLY IMPLEMENT UN RECOMMENDATIONS TO END TORTURE, 

PROTECT DEFENDERS AND ADDRESS REPRISALS 

UN anti-torture experts have released a major report on China, calling on the Government to stop harassing 

human rights defenders and lawyers. The report is a critical tool and roadmap for defenders on the ground 

seeking to promote human rights and combat torture and ill-treatment in the country. 

The UN Committee Against Torture released a frank, concrete set of Concluding 

Observations following its review of China on 17-18 November. But the process of preventing and 

seeking accountability for torture does not stop with the conclusion of the review. 

The Committee’s Observations touch on a number of areas under their mandate. For example, they 

raise concerns about prolonged pre-trial detention, including of human rights lawyers and 

defenders (as was the case for the Feminist Five); the abuse of ‘residential surveillance in a designated 

location’ (applied liberally to lawyers and activists caught up in the ‘709’ crackdown); forced 

conversion of LGBTI persons; and the problematic legal frameworks established by the new National 

Security Law, draft Anti-Terrorism law, Criminal Law amendments, and others. 

‘The Committee should be applauded for not shying away from asking hard questions in this 

document. The question now is, “How will the Government follow through?”’ said Sarah M Brooks, 

programme manager at ISHR. 

UN experts demand accountability for reprisals and deaths in detention 

ISHR is especially pleased to see the Committee recognise alleged cases of reprisals against human 

rights defenders for participating, or seeking to participate, in the UN review, with the Concluding 

Observations recording that 'the Committee is concerned at allegations that seven human rights 

defenders, who were planning to cooperate with the Committee ... were prevented from travelling, 

or were detained on the grounds that their participation could “endanger national security”.' The 

Government of China should promptly respond, and conduct transparent and impartial investigations 

into such cases. The Committee also pressed for investigations and accountability in relation to 

deaths in detention, specifically noting Tibetan monk Tenzin Delek Rinpoche, and human rights 

lawyer and victim of reprisals, Cao Shunli. 

 

http://www.ishr.ch/sites/default/files/article/files/cat_c_chn_co_5_22477_e.docx
http://www.ishr.ch/sites/default/files/article/files/cat_c_chn_co_5_22477_e.docx
http://www.treatybodywebcast.org/cat-56th-session-china/
http://www.ishr.ch/news/china-authorities-must-immediately-release-feminist-five
http://www.ishr.ch/news/china-abuse-residential-surveillance-detain-defenders-and-lawyers-continues
http://www.ishr.ch/news/china-abuse-residential-surveillance-detain-defenders-and-lawyers-continues
http://www.ohchr.org/EN/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.aspx?NewsID=16210&LangID=E
http://www.ohchr.org/EN/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.aspx?NewsID=16210&LangID=E
http://www.ishr.ch/news/china-revise-draft-anti-terrorism-law-protect-freedom-expression-association-and-dissent
https://chrdnet.com/2015/08/china-drop-draft-criminal-law-amendments-protect-human-rights/
http://www.ishr.ch/news/china-investigate-death-human-rights-defender-and-release-womens-rights-activists
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Human rights defenders must not be prosecuted for their legitimate activities 

In line with submissions made by ISHR, Chinese Human Rights Defenders and others, the Committee 

also expressed grave concern at 'consistent reports that human rights defenders and lawyers, 

petitioners, political dissidents and members of religious or ethnic minorities continue to be charged, 

or threatened to be charged, with broadly-defined offences as a form of intimidation.' The 

Committee called on China to ensure that such broadly-defined offences as 'picking quarrels and 

provoking troubles' or 'gathering a crowd to disturb social order' are not used or abused to restrict 

or prosecute 'human rights defenders, lawyers, petitioners and others for their legitimate activities'. 

Committee calls for urgent implementation of particular recommendations 

The Committee also placed particular emphasis on critical areas for follow-up actions, which should 

take place and be assessed within one year. These included timely recommendations focused on: 

 violations of due process and prevention of access to counsel; 

 the coordinated and continuing attack on human rights lawyers and activists; and 

 the abuse of State secrets legislation. 

‘Given that the Chinese Government utterly failed to implement recommendations from the last 

review – and the recognition of that fact in the Observations – the Committee should not hesitate to 

apply its new procedures on follow-up to recommendations. Honest and transparent assessment of 

the Government’s progress – and shortcomings – should be informed by engagement with and 

information from defenders and civil society organisations on the ground,’ said Ms Brooks.  

International community should push for progress and implementation 

The response from the international community was rapid, with Human Rights Watch, International 

Campaign for Tibet, and Human Rights in China publishing commentaries and Tweeting about the 

recommendations; media outlets, many of whom covered the review, have also raised the visibility of 

the outcomes. National and regional networks have begun to disseminate the document, generating 

more awareness and galvanising action. 

‘The final, critical link is the role of other governments in reinforcing these issues,’ Ms Brooks 

concluded. 'Whether in bilateral dialogues, in technical cooperation, or in regular communications, 

the message to the Chinese Government must be clear and unequivocal. Another failure to 

implement recommendations is not an option. The people of China – lawyers, human rights 

defenders, ordinary citizens – deserve to see improvement, to see accountability, and to see their 

efforts supported’.  

See ISHR’s submission to the CAT Committee here. 

A video of the UN experts' interrogation of Chinese officials is here. 

 

 

 

https://www.hrw.org/news/2015/12/09/china-un-review-slams-lack-progress-torture
https://www.savetibet.org/u-n-committee-against-torture-calls-china-to-account-for-deeply-entrenched-torture-and-ill-treatment/
https://www.savetibet.org/u-n-committee-against-torture-calls-china-to-account-for-deeply-entrenched-torture-and-ill-treatment/
http://www.hrichina.org/en/press-work/press-release/un-torture-committee-concludes-review-china-scathing-observations
http://www.reuters.com/article/us-china-rights-torture-idUSKBN0TS1DS20151209#AdJfqFWV4xETQeAi.97
http://www.nytimes.com/2015/12/10/world/asia/chinese-justice-system-relies-on-torture-un-panel-says.html?ref=asia&_r=0
http://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-china-35058284
http://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-china-35058284
http://www.ishr.ch/sites/default/files/article/files/cat_submission_ishr.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLdexkKNXSQRmrrfTHDqtO7uhY5pHOntJx
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Key Developments in the Promotion and Protection of Human 

Rights 

MOROCCO RAMPS UP CRACKDOWN ON PRESS FREEDOM WITH TRIAL OVER 

CITIZEN JOURNALISM 

In response to the Moroccan Government’s crackdown on the right to freedom of expression - 

including the arrest of seven journalists for taking part in a foreign funded project that teaches 

journalism - Amnesty International calls on the authorities to stop prosecuting defenders and 

journalists on the basis of counterterrorism and state security charges ... more 

MALAYSIA: END UNPRECEDENTED CRACKDOWN ON HUNDREDS OF CRITICS 

THROUGH SEDITION ACT 

Amnesty International expresses concern over the increased use of the Sedition Act to limit freedom 

of expression in Malaysia. Amnesty calls on the Malaysian Government to repeal the Act and to 

overturn the sentences of, and release, all individuals who have been detained under this Act... more 

CHINA: UNJUST SENTENCES FOR GUANGZHOU ACTIVISTS 

The sentencing of three human rights defenders for ‘peaceful civil disobedience’ and ‘inciting 

subversion to state power’ is said to be part of a wider move to suppress civil society in China. 

Human Rights watch calls for the unjust sentencing of these defenders, in a trial that was full of 

procedural violations, to be overturned... more 

UN EXPERTS DECLARE EGYPT’S DETENTION OF YARA SALLAM ARBITRARY  

The Observatory for the Protection of Human Rights Defenders and the Cairo Institute for Human 

Rights Studies call on Egypt to release and provide compensation to all defenders, including Yara 

Sallam, imprisoned by the Anti-Protest Law following the declaration made by the UN Working 

Group on Arbitrary Detention... more 

‘I’M ALWAYS A WANTED CRIMINAL’ - JAMES OUMA, TANZANIA  

James Ouma speaks against a growing religious backlash in Tanzania where working for the rights of 

lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender and intersex (LGBTI) persons is becoming increasingly difficult and 

defenders are increasingly more to harassment from local authorities... more 

Opportunities for NGO Engagement 

HUMAN RIGHTS COUNCIL 

The 31st regular session of the Human Rights Council will be held in the Palais des Nations from 29 

February to 24 March 2016. Information and updates will be published here.  

UNIVERSAL PERIODIC REVIEW 

The 25th UPR session will take place from 2 to 13 May 2016. The following States will be reviewed: 

Suriname, Greece, Samoa, Saint Vincent and the Grenadines, Sudan, Hungary, Papua New Guinea, 

Tajikistan, United Republic of Tanzania, Antigua and Barbuda, Swaziland, Trinidad and Tobago, 

Thailand and Ireland.  The pre-session for which will take place from 29 March to 1 April 2016. 

https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2016/01/morocco-ramps-up-crackdown-on-press-freedom-with-trial-over-citizen-journalism/
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2016/01/malaysia-end-unprecedented-crackdown-on-hundreds-of-critics-through-sedition-act/
https://www.hrw.org/news/2016/01/29/china-unjust-sentences-guangzhou-activists-0
https://www.fidh.org/en/issues/human-rights-defenders/egypt-the-united-nations-working-group-declares-the-detention-of-yara
http://www.alturi.org/james_ouma_tanzania
http://www.ohchr.org/EN/HRBodies/HRC/Pages/HRCIndex.aspx
http://www.ohchr.org/EN/HRBodies/HRC/Pages/HRCIndex.aspx
http://www.ohchr.org/EN/HRBodies/HRC/Pages/HRCIndex.aspx
http://www.ohchr.org/EN/HRBodies/UPR/Pages/NgosNhris.aspx
http://www.upr-info.org/en/upr-process/pre-sessions/pre-session-upr-25
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The following States will be reviewed at the 26th session of the UPR which will be held in 

October/November 2016: Togo, Syrian Arab Republic, Venezuela (Bolivarian Republic of), Iceland, 

Zimbabwe, Lithuania, Uganda, Timor Leste, Republic of Moldova, Haiti and South Sudan. Guidelines 

for submissions are found here and are due on 24 March. Information about the UPR mechanism can 

be found here.  

TREATY BODIES  

The 116th session of the Human Rights Committee will be held from 7 to 31 March 2016 and will 

consider the following State reports: Costa Rica, Namibia, New Zealand, Rwanda, Slovenia, South 

Africa and Sweden. The Committee will consider the list of issues for: Azerbaijan, Bangladesh, 

Colombia, Jamaica, Morocco, Slovakia. The Committee will also consider the list of issues prior to 

reporting for Estonia. The programme of work and other information is found here.  

The 57th session of the Committee Against Torture will be held from 18 April to 13 May 2016. The 

Committee will consider the following State reports: France, Israel, Philippines, Saudi Arabia, Tunisia 

and Turkey. More information is available here.  

The 57th session of the Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights will be held from 22 

February to 4 March 2016. The Committee will analyse the following State reports: Canada, Kenya 

and Namibia. The Committee will also consider the following list of issues prior to reporting for: 

Bulgaria, New Zealand and Spain. The programme of work can be found here and the accreditation 

form here. The 57th Pre-sessional Working Group will be held from 7 to 11 March 2016, in which 

the following State parties reports will be considered: Costa Rica, Cyprus, Dominican Republic, 

Lebanon, Philippines, Poland, Tunisia and Yemen. NGOs submissions for each will be accepted until 3 

weeks before the 57th session and the Pre-sessional Working Group respectively. 

The 63rd session of the Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women will take 

place from 15 February to 4 March 2016. The reports of the following States parties are scheduled 

to be considered: Czech Republic, Haiti, Iceland, Japan, Mongolia, Sweden, United Republic of 

Tanzania and Vanuatu. More information can be accessed here.  

The 65th Pre-sessional working group will take place from 7 to 11 March 2016. The Pre-Sessional 

Working Group will review the following State reports: Antigua and Barbuda, Argentina, Armenia, 

Bangladesh, Bhutan, Burundi, Canada, Estonia, Honduras, Netherlands, and Switzerland. The Working 

Group will also consider the list of issues prior to reporting for Romania. More information can be 

accessed here.  

If you are unable to attend relevant treaty body meetings, you can now watch them live online. A 

group of Geneva-based NGOs, including ISHR, has coordinated to make this possible. The webcasts 

can be viewed here. 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.ohchr.org/EN/HRBodies/UPR/Pages/NgosNhris.aspx
http://www.ohchr.org/EN/HRBodies/UPR/Pages/NgosNhris.aspx
http://www.ohchr.org/EN/HRBodies/UPR/Pages/NgosNhris.aspx
http://www.ohchr.org/EN/HRBodies/UPR/Pages/UPRMain.aspx
http://tbinternet.ohchr.org/_layouts/treatybodyexternal/SessionDetails1.aspx?SessionID=1016&Lang=en
http://tbinternet.ohchr.org/_layouts/treatybodyexternal/SessionDetails1.aspx?SessionID=948&Lang=en
http://tbinternet.ohchr.org/_layouts/TreatyBodyExternal/SessionsList.aspx?Treaty=CAT
http://tbinternet.ohchr.org/_layouts/treatybodyexternal/SessionDetails1.aspx?SessionID=1002&Lang=en
http://tbinternet.ohchr.org/_layouts/treatybodyexternal/SessionDetails1.aspx?SessionID=1012&Lang=en
http://tbinternet.ohchr.org/_layouts/treatybodyexternal/SessionDetails1.aspx?SessionID=1012&Lang=en
http://tbinternet.ohchr.org/_layouts/treatybodyexternal/Download.aspx?symbolno=INT%2fCESCR%2fPOW%2f57%2f24184&Lang=en
http://tbinternet.ohchr.org/_layouts/treatybodyexternal/Download.aspx?symbolno=Accreditation%20form&Lang=en
http://tbinternet.ohchr.org/_layouts/TreatyBodyExternal/SessionsList.aspx?Treaty=CESCR
http://tbinternet.ohchr.org/_layouts/treatybodyexternal/Download.aspx?symbolno=INT%2fCESCR%2fINF%2f56%2f22277&Lang=en
http://tbinternet.ohchr.org/_layouts/treatybodyexternal/Download.aspx?symbolno=INT%2fCESCR%2fINF%2f56%2f22278&Lang=en
http://tbinternet.ohchr.org/_layouts/treatybodyexternal/SessionDetails1.aspx?SessionID=970&Lang=en
http://tbinternet.ohchr.org/_layouts/treatybodyexternal/SessionDetails1.aspx?SessionID=1007&Lang=en
http://tbinternet.ohchr.org/_layouts/TreatyBodyExternal/SessionsList.aspx?Treaty=CEDAW
http://tbinternet.ohchr.org/_layouts/treatybodyexternal/SessionDetails1.aspx?SessionID=1070&Lang=en
http://www.treatybodywebcast.org/
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COUNTRY VISITS BY SPECIAL PROCEDURES 

Georgia Special Rapporteur on violence against women, its causes and consequences, 

15 February to 22 February 2016 

Turkey Working Group on Enforced or Involuntary Disappearances, 14 March to 18 

March 2016 

Georgia 

 

India 

 

Special Rapporteur on the sale of children, child prostitution and child 

pornography, 11 April to 18 April 2016 

Special Rapporteur on adequate housing as a component of the right to an 

adequate standard of living, and on the right to non-discrimination in this 

context, 11 April to 22 April 2016 

Find more information on these visits here. To find out how you can support the visits, please 

contact respective mandate-holders via their email address, as listed in the directory.  

Conferences and Events 

GENEVA SUMMIT FOR HUMAN RIGHTS AND DEMOCRACY 

The Geneva Summit for Human Rights and Democracy brings together hundreds of human rights 

defenders each year to highlight urgent human rights issues requiring global attention. This free event 

will take place on 23 February 2016 at the International Conference Centre in Geneva. Register 

here.    

New Resources 

NEW MANUAL AIMS TO MAKE VIOLATIONS AGAINST WOMEN HUMAN RIGHTS 

DEFENDERS AND THEIR ACTIVISM VISIBLE 

The Women Human Rights Defenders International Coalition has launched a landmark new manual 

‘Gendering Documentation: A manual for and about Women Human Rights Defenders’  for and 

about women human rights defenders. The manual outlines why documentation of their experience 

is important and aims to generate awareness about violations and abuses against defenders and 

supporting demands for human rights change... more  

‘UNRULY’ ‘REBELS’? THE SITUATION OF DEFENDERS WORKING ON 

CORPORATE ACCOUNTABILITY IN EAST ASIA 

In a joint report ISHR and FORUM-ASIA highlight country-specific concerns and provide 

recommendations to improve the situation for defenders working to promote accountability for 

business-related human rights violations... more 

CRIMINALISATION OF HUMAN RIGHTS DEFENDERS  

Protection International has released a new in depth report on the criminalisation of human rights 

defenders. The report discusses the conceptual approach to criminalisation, as well as the stigma and 

effects of criminalisation. The report gives examples of preventative strategies, including 

recommendations to various actors. 

 

http://www.ohchr.org/EN/HRBodies/SP/Pages/Forthcomingcountryvisits.aspx
http://www.ohchr.org/Documents/HRBodies/SP/VisualDirectoryAugust2014_en.pdf
http://www.genevasummit.org/registration
http://www.defendingwomen-defendingrights.org/
http://www.ishr.ch/sites/default/files/documents/whrd_ic_gendering_documentation_manual_1_1.pdf
http://www.ishr.ch/news/new-manual-aims-make-violations-against-women-human-rights-defenders-and-their-activism-visible
http://www.ishr.ch/news/unruly-rebels-situation-defenders-working-corporate-accountability-east-asia
http://protectioninternational.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/01/Criminalisation_Pl_English_WebReady.pdf


ISHR Human Rights Monitor – February 2016 

 35 

HUMAN RIGHTS WATCH WORLD REPORT 2016 

Human Rights Watch has released its 26th annual report on the world’s human rights situation. The 

report reviews human rights practices around the globe and summarises key human rights issues in 

more than 90 countries and territories worldwide. The Report also includes a number of essays, 

including Twin Threats: How the Politics of Fear and the Crushing of Civil Society Imperil Global 

Rights and Rights in Transition, Making Legal Recognition for Transgender People a Global Priority. 

SPECIAL RAPPORTEUR ON HUMAN RIGHTS DEFENDERS: NEW WEBSITE 

With a view to fulfilling his promise of providing more visibility to his mandate, the Special 

Rapporteur on human rights defenders has launched a Facebook page and 

a new comprehensive website. The website will include information about the mandate, as well as a 

database linking resources from NGOs and external organisations. The Rapporteur’s first newsletter 

is available here and you can sign up to receive this by email here. 

‘PROTECTION AGAINST DISCRIMINATION ON GROUNDS OF SEXUAL 

ORIENTATION, GENDER IDENTITY AND SEX CHARACTERISTICS IN THE 

EUROPEAN UNION: COMPARATIVE LEGAL ANALYSIS’ 

A new report has been released by the European Union’s Fundamental Rights Agency on the legal 

situation of LGBTI persons within the EU. The report documents trends and legal developments in 

the fields affecting LGBTI persons.   

Case Notes on Decisions from International Human Rights Bodies - 

Merits Decisions 

UZBEKISTAN VIOLATES THE INTERNATIONAL COVENANT ON CIVIL AND 

POLITICAL RIGHTS  

M.T. v. Uzbekistan (2234/2013) 

Summary 

In July 2015, the Human Rights Committee was asked to consider whether Uzbekistan had violated its 

obligations under the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights in connection with the detention 

and trial of a human rights campaigner. 

The communication was submitted by an Uzbek national under the Optional Protocol to the Covenant. 

Background 

On 1 July 2002, the author of the communication, M.T., was arrested by two police officers, who did not 

inform her of the reasons for her arrest. After the arrest, she was interrogated by the Kirgulin Region 

Police Department about her human rights activities. During this interrogation, she was beaten and 

threatened with rape. 

On 2 July 2002, the author was charged with offending an officer and refusing to follow police orders. The 

case was eventually dismissed for lack of evidence. 

On 5 September 2002, a criminal investigation was opened into the author’s arrest and ill-treatment. 

However, the investigation was closed without any charge. 

https://www.hrw.org/sites/default/files/world_report_download/wr2016_web.pdf
https://www.hrw.org/world-report/2016/twin-threats
https://www.hrw.org/world-report/2016/twin-threats
https://www.hrw.org/world-report/2016/rights-in-transition
http://www.facebook.com/SRhumanrightsdefenders
https://www.protecting-defenders.org/
http://us11.campaign-archive1.com/?u=894e38104af8e1a32f4104b51&id=a670de2cde&e=%5bUNIQID
http://protecting-defenders.us11.list-manage2.com/subscribe?u=894e38104af8e1a32f4104b51&id=6d288df24c
http://fra.europa.eu/en/publication/2015/lgbti-comparative-legal-update-2015?_cldee=ZXZlcmhhcmR1cy5qYWNvYnNlbkBldXJvcGFybC5ldXJvcGEuZXU%3d&urlid=1
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On 15 June and 20 August 2003, the author picketed the Regional Procurator’s Office to protest against 

human rights violations. On both occasions, she was attacked by groups of women, whom she believed to 

be prostitutes paid by the authorities to carry out the attacks. The second attack left the author 

hospitalised for 14 days. The authorities were present during the attacks but failed to intervene. 

On 15 April 2005, unidentified officials in plain clothes arrested the author and brought her to the 

Bektemir District Department of Internal Affairs, where she was interrogated about her human rights 

activities and accused of spreading propaganda against the Government. One of the police officers then 

took her to an office where three unidentified men beat her and took turns in raping her several times 

until she lost consciousness. She was eventually released the same day without charge. After being 

threatened by the Head of the Criminal Investigations and Anti-Terrorism Unit of the Ferghana Police 

Department, she refrained from filing a complaint. 

On 7 October 2005, 30 heavily armed police officers arrested the author at her home. Before being taken 

to the police station, she was charged with extortion. Her flat and offices were searched and personal and 

work-related items were seized in her absence. She was questioned for several hours about her 

organisation and its funding. The author’s repeated requests to have her lawyer present were rejected. 

On 8 October 2005, at around 6 am, the author was transferred to a temporary holding cell in the 

basement of the police station. She was allowed to see her lawyer for the first time at around 5 pm that 

day. The police continued to question her for about three hours, in the presence of her lawyer. The 

transcript of the interrogation did not reflect the author’s testimony, and she refused to sign it. Contrary 

to Uzbek law, the author was not brought before a judge during the first ten days of her detention. 

On or around 18 October 2005, the author was transferred to Ferghana Remand Centre No. 10, where 

she was held until January 2006. On 29 January 2006, the author was transferred to a cell in the basement 

of Kuyi Chirchik District Police Station, where she was held until the end of her trial on 6 March 2006. 

During the detention, she was denied medical care and was placed in detention together with convicted 

persons. The author’s lawyers were denied access on several occasions and were not allowed to speak to 

the author confidentially. 

On 24 December 2005, the prosecution informed the author’s lawyers that her case had been broadened 

to include 18 charges rather than 2 charges. The author’s lawyers were given only 15 days to study the 13 

volumes of the case file before her trial started on 30 January 2006. 

During the trial, the author was not allowed to meet her lawyers outside the court room. Her lawyers 

could not call crucial witnesses for her defence and the Court prevented cross-examination of key 

prosecution witnesses. The prosecution failed to provide her lawyers with three volumes of the relevant 

evidence and the Court denied the lawyer’s request for access to these volumes. 

On 6 March 2006, the Tashkent Criminal Court found the author guilty of 13 charges and convicted her 

to eight years’ imprisonment. On the same date, the author was imprisoned in a women’s ward. 

On 30 May 2006, the appeal chamber of the criminal division of the Tashkent Regional Court dismissed 

the author’s appeal against the verdict of the Tashkent Criminal Court. 

On 7 July 2006, the author was transferred to a women’s colony. Upon her arrival at the colony, she was 

placed in a psychiatric ward together with drug addicts and dangerous criminals. During her 

imprisonment, the author was forced to work nine hours a day, followed sometimes by seven hours of 

forced standing. The author’s complaints regarding such incidents were either not reported or ignored.  
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From July 2006 to April 2008, the wardens continuously accused the author of violating prison 

regulations. From 8 July 2006 to 2 June 2008, the author did not have any access to her lawyers. In 

November 2006, the author went on a hunger strike to protest against her treatment. Around this time, 

three prison wardens took her to a punishment cell, where they handcuffed her and hung her by a hook 

on the wall.  Between January and August 2007, she was not allowed to receive any visits from her family 

or friends. 

The author spent a total of 112 days in solitary confinement. Uzbek law prohibits detention for more than 

15 days. On several occasions, the author was released after 15 days for a few hours and then placed 

again in isolation. The author was also deliberately exposed to freezing conditions, resulting in a 

deterioration of her health. 

On 18 March 2008, the author was operated on against her will. The authorities failed to inform her 

about the reasons for the surgery, and did not tell her that her uterus was to be removed during the 

surgery. On 2 June 2008, the author was released on medical grounds. 

On 13 October 2008, the author travelled to Germany where she sought medical care. The author 

subsequently received surgery in Switzerland. The doctors treating the author were unable to establish 

why the author had been operated on. 

In March 2009, the author left Uzbekistan for France fearing for her and her family’s safety. 

As a result of her treatment in detention, the author has difficulties walking, severe diabetes, significant 

problems with her eyesight, depression, memory loss and anxiety. The author was examined by medical 

specialists who found that she was suffering from post-traumatic stress disorder and that her allegations 

were consistent with their findings. 

On 18 December 2012, the author filed this communication with the Committee under the Optional 

Protocol to the Covenant. She claimed that Uzbekistan had breached her rights to: (i) freedom from cruel 

and inhuman treatment, (ii) freedom from arbitrary detention, (iii) humane treatment in detention, (iv) a 

fair trial, (v) freedom from unlawful interference with her privacy and family, (v) freedom of expression, 

(vi) peaceful assembly, (vii) freedom of association, and (viii) freedom from discrimination (under articles 

7, 9, 10, 14, 17, 19, 21, 22 and 26 of the Covenant, respectively).   

The Committee’s decision   

With respect to admissibility, the Committee found that the author’s claim that her requests for review 

and appeal to the Supreme Court were denied in violation of article 14(5) of the Covenant had not been 

sufficiently substantiated.  The Committee found, however, that the author had sufficiently substantiated 

her remaining claims under articles 7, 9, 10, 14, 17, 19, 21, 22 and 26 and declared those claims 

admissible. 

On the merits, the Committee noted the author’s claims that she had been: (i) verbally abused and gang-

raped while in police custody, (ii) subjected to a detention regime aimed at obtaining a confession from 

her, and (iii) subjected to a forced surgery that included her forced sterilisation. The Committee also 

noted that Uzbekistan had failed to: (i) inform the author promptly of the reasons for her arrest and 

detention, (ii) bring her before a judge or enable her to challenge the legality of detention, (iii) ensure her 

right to a fair trial by an independent and impartial court, and (iv) provide her with adequate time and 

facilities for the preparation of her defence and to communicate with her lawyers. 

The Committee observed that the author had provided a detailed account of the different types of 

persecution to which she had been subjected and that her description had been supported by detailed and 

well-documented evidence. The Committee further noted that Uzbekistan had not refuted the author’s 
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allegations specifically but that it had only stated in general terms that no violations of the author’s rights 

had taken place. In such circumstances, the Committee considered that due weight must be given to the 

author’s allegations. The Committee also found that the author’s involuntary sterilisation and rape 

showed specific aggression against her as a woman and therefore constituted violations of article 26. 

In view of the above, the Committee concluded that Uzbekistan had violated articles 7, 9, 14, 19, 21, 22 

and 26 of the Covenant in its treatment of the author. In light of these findings, the Committee decided 

not to examine separately the author’s allegations under articles 10 and 17(1) of the Covenant. 

In accordance with article 2(3) of the Covenant, the Committee found that Uzbekistan was under an 

obligation to provide the author with an effective remedy, including carrying out an impartial, effective and 

thorough investigation into the allegations of torture and ill-treatment, initiating criminal proceedings 

against those responsible and providing the author with appropriate compensation. Uzbekistan was also 

under an obligation to prevent similar violations in the future. 

Uzbekistan must now submit its written response within six months of the Committee’s decision, 

including information on the action taken in the light of the Committee’s recommendations, and ensure 

that the Committee’s decision is published widely. 

Sam Hunter Jones is an international lawyer, based in London.   
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