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BUILDING POWERFUL 
PARTNERSHIPS

We convene powerful networks to push for, influence and achieve human rights impact.

Engaging business in the protection  
of civil society space

With an increase in the number and severity of attacks against human rights defenders, together 
with a proliferation of laws that restrict and criminalise their work, the need to engage new allies in 
protecting civil society space has never been more acute. Recognising this, ISHR worked together with 
the Business and Human Rights Resource Centre in London throughout 2015 to convene a network of 
business leaders prepared to speak out in support of human rights defenders. 

This innovative approach was endorsed as good practice in the March 2016 report of the UN Special 
Rapporteur on Human Rights Defenders, Michel Forst, in which he said ‘A key tactic in building local 
support for defenders should be to expand membership of the support community, beyond defenders 
and other ‘usual’ allies, including to business leaders… Condemnation of violations by members of the 
business community not only legitimises defenders’ concerns but also builds opposition to bad business 
practices.’ 

The network is being founded on the principle that both corporations and human rights defenders 
have a shared interest in an environment that respects the rights to freedom of expression, association 
and assembly, and is characterised by transparent and accountable government, freedom from 
corruption, and respect for the rule of law. Already this approach has had an impact, with leading 
jewelry companies Tiffany & Co, Leber Jeweler and Brilliant Earth issuing an influential open statement 
expressing concern over efforts by the Angolan Government to criminally prosecute award-winning 
journalist and human rights activist Rafael Marques de Morais for his work to expose corruption in the 
Angolan diamond industry. Following the statement a number of the charges against Marques were 
withdrawn or dropped. Similarly, through ISHR, major multinationals Microsoft and DLA Piper issued 
a joint statement recognising that ‘human rights defenders are crucial in fomenting rights respecting 
communities’, committing to take action through ‘support programmes which strengthen respect for 
defenders and the rule of law across the globe’. 

‘Invisible networks of influential friends and supporters in 

the business community can be invaluable when things go 

wrong. We encourage human rights defenders to partner 

and work constructively with the business sector and foster 

partnerships and collaboration.’

Owen Larter, UK Government Affairs Manager, Legal and 

Corporate Affairs, Microsoft and Nicolas Patrick, Pro Bono 

Partner and Head of Responsible Business, DLA Piper
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Leading a global campaign for the General Assembly  
to protect human rights defenders

With the situation for human rights defenders deteriorating in many regions of the world, it was imperative that the UN General 
Assembly adopt a strong resolution in 2015 reaffirming the vital role of defenders and reiterating the obligations of States to 
support and protect their work. When Norway presented such a resolution to the General Assembly it faced unprecedented 
opposition from China, Russia and a number of African States. 

Working closely with Amnesty International, ISHR mobilised a similarly unparalleled civil society response, coordinating more 
than 180 NGOs from all over the world to demand that States support a strong, substantive General Assembly resolution 
to protect defenders. The influence of the campaign was significant, with African States withdrawing almost 40 hostile 
amendments. Ultimately, not only was the resolution carried by a very substantial majority of 127 votes in favour to only 14 
against, but it includes a number of new and substantive provisions, including on the vital role of advocacy in contributing to 
sustainable development and the realisation of economic, social and cultural rights, and on the responsibilities of business 
enterprises to engage, consult and protect defenders. 

‘The mobilisation of civil society from all regions in support of this resolution is a testament to 

the seriousness of violations experienced by human rights defenders around the world and 

the need for States to take stronger measures to protect and support their work.’

Madeleine Sinclair, ISHR Legal Counsel

VOTING RESULT
UN General Assembly resolution  
on the protection of human rights defenders

YES
NO

ABSTENTIONS

127 4114
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Sharing strategies  
to ensure civil society success

In September 2015, ISHR convened a group of fifteen 
human rights defenders working predominantly at 
the national level from Australia, Brazil, Burkina Faso, 
Colombia, Côte d’Ivoire, Guatemala, Honduras, Hungary, 
India, Kyrgyzstan, Mexico, the Philippines, Sierra Leone, 
Tunisia and Uganda. The defenders worked in diverse 
contexts and on a variety of issues, including women’s 
rights, political participation, combating impunity, 
transitional justice, LGBTI rights, and the fight against 
torture, amongst others. Crucially, they all had experience 
in advocating successfully for civil society space at the 
national level, either in pushing for specific laws and 
policies for the protection of defenders, or in opposing 
legislation that would close this space and restrict the 
rights to freedom of expression, association and assembly. 

During their visit to Geneva, the defenders received training 
and carried out joint advocacy activities, with the support of 
ISHR. However, the primary purpose of the convening was 
to discuss and share strategies and tactics to contribute to 
the protection of defenders. The participants prepared a 
comprehensive report amounting to a confidential playbook 
of strategies, tactics and activities to safeguard civil 
society space. They also produced a public submission, 
made by ISHR together with 11 national NGOs, which 
sets out more than 40 recommendations – directed to 
States, national human rights institutions, the UN, donors, 
business enterprises, and civil society itself – to ensure that 
defenders can work in a safe and enabling environment. 
The report will be considered by the UN Human Rights 
Council in June 2016, with ISHR urging that its key 
findings and recommendations be reflected in a resolution 
on the protection of civil society space. 

‘We discussed and debated strategies for protecting civil 

society space, including building and maintaining strong 

coalitions, engaging with UN human rights mechanisms and 

other international actors, working with governments and 

legislatures, strategic litigation, monitoring and reporting, and 

working with the media and social media. We shared stories of 

success as well as failure.’

Rachel Ball, Director of Advocacy with the Human Rights Law 

Centre and participant in ISHR’s September 2015 convening




