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Je vous remercie de m’avoir invité à représenter le Haut Commissaire aux droits de 

l’homme à cette 61ème conférence annuelle organisée par le département de l’information 

des Nations unies en coopération avec la communauté des organisations non 

gouvernementales. Le choix de l’UNESCO pour abriter cette conférence au moment  où 

l’on célèbre le 60e anniversaire de la Déclaration Universelle des Droits de l’Homme se 

justifie d’autant que c’est une étude menée à l’initiative de l’UNESCO auprès d’experts 

et de chercheurs de la société civile qui a contribué à mettre en exergue la convergence 

des cultures quant au fondement même de la Déclaration, à savoir le respect de la dignité 

humaine et l’égalité entre les hommes. 

 

L’expertise et les points de vue de la société civile ne sont pas moins importants 

aujourd’hui qu’ils ne l’étaient il y a 60 ans. C’est ainsi que dès sa nomination, le nouveau 

Haut Commissaire aux droits de l’homme Mme Navanethem Pillay, à l’instar de ses 

prédécesseurs, a souligné que le rôle de la société civile dans le renforcement, la 

protection et le respect des droits de l’homme demeure essentiel. 

 

L’approche du 10 décembre qui marquera le point culminant des célébrations du 60ème 

anniversaire, nous offre l’occasion de réfléchir sur les voies et moyens de faire éclore les 

principes de la Déclaration dans les différentes communautés que nous servons. Le Haut 

Commissariat des Nations unies aux droits de l’homme pour sa part s’est engagé à 

renforcer son partenariat avec la société civile en faveur de la protection et de la 

promotion des droits de l’homme. 

 
 

One such opportunity was launched earlier this year by the then High Commissioner, Ms. 

Louise Arbour,  in an initiative calling for special attention to be paid to the civil, cultural, 

economic, political and social rights of persons who are deprived of their liberty in prisons 

and other places of detention.  

 

The initiative was initially aimed primarily at national human rights institutions (NHRIs) but 

we are also seeking engagement through our own colleagues in the field, with United Nations 
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Country Teams, with governments, with police and judicial authorities, the media – and, of 

course, with a broad range of civil society actors able to contribute their expertise and services.  

 

As part of  this initiative the week of 6-12 October 2008 will be designated Dignity and 

Justice for Detainees Week, during which focused activities relating to detainees and places 

of detention are to be undertaken.  

 

Through this initiative we aim to: 

 

• sensitize the public on human rights relating to detention;  

• make the public aware that detainees do not forgo their human rights while in 

detention;  

• help authorities to improve respect for detainees’ rights; and  

• raise the international profile of issues related to the rights of detainees. A special 

focus is to be given, among others, to persons with disabilities, and women and girls in 

detention.  

 

I take this opportunity to invite you to visit OHCHR’s website and to approach my colleagues 

who will be with you for the duration of this Conference for further information. 
 

 

 

Dear Colleagues, 

 

Allow me now to spend a few words on those rights that encapsulate the very raison 

d’être of civil society and its mechanisms. 

   

In your line of work you may focus on one or more sets of rights, be those political, civil, 

economic, social or cultural rights.  No matter where the main gist of your activities lies, 

however, there is one specific right, namely freedom of assembly and association, which 

underpins the very existence of civil society everywhere and in all walks of life.  Your 
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presence here testifies to the vitality and enduring appeal of the principles of freedom of 

assembly and association, as well as to the gradual, but unstoppable expansion of civil 

society in its numbers, sphere of action, and influence.  This right is enshrined in article 

20 of the Universal Declaration.  As human rights law developed over time, the norm was 

further refined and given additional substance, particularly with the International 

Covenant on Civil and Political Rights and the Declaration on Human Rights Defenders, 

adopted in 1998 by the General Assembly. 

 

This said, let me also point out that human rights law allows for restrictions of certain 

rights and freedoms.  These limitations can be invoked solely for the purpose of securing 

due recognition and respect for the rights and freedoms of others and of meeting the just 

requirements of morality, public order and the general welfare in a democratic society.  

 

However, in many countries national laws continue to be unduly restrictive of the 

freedom of assembly and association, as well as the complementary freedoms of opinion, 

and expression.  

 

Civil society’s protests in efforts to claim their rights and State measures to quell them, 

continue to capture international attention and concern.  In less visible, but more 

pervasive ways, freedom of association has come under sustained attacks in all regions of 

the world through so-called non- governmental organizations laws, that is, legislation 

aimed at curtailing or severely restricting the ability of organized civil society to gather 

and advocate views that are deemed detrimental to State interests.  Some of these laws 

have been used to harass and obstruct the work of human rights defenders; hinder the 

registration and regulation of NGOs and their activities, ban or hinder the receipt of 

financial support from abroad. This legislation often carries limitations that effectively 

render the right to freedom of association moot.   

   

Empirical evidence also indicates that such laws are enacted specifically to curb human 

rights advocacy.  Not only may restrictive NGO laws freeze the incisiveness and 

effectiveness of civil society domestically.  They also retain the potential of both 
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undermining international campaigns that are predicated on broad partnerships between 

governments and civil society as well as of disabling solidarity networks which are 

crucial to human rights work.  In worst case scenarios, some NGO legislation is used to 

discredit or even criminalize the work of human rights defenders. 

 

In light of these developments, it is quite clear that civil society should be constantly 

vigilant and jealously defend its prerogatives and rights.  In doing so, it should take 

advantage of the human rights mechanisms which can assist individuals and 

organizations in this vital task.  I refer in particular to mandate holders of Special 

procedures, namely, those experts that are mandated by the U.N. to investigate and report 

on specific human rights situations, including emergencies and chronic conditions of 

human rights abuses.  I also refer to the Universal Periodic Review that the Human 

Rights Council, the intergovernmental body mandated to promote and protect human 

rights, has put in place.  At regular intervals, the review provides an assessment of the 

human rights record of all UN member States and it is open to nongovernmental 

organizations’ participation at national level and direct contribution as stakeholders. 

 

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

 

Turning now to topics related to your different workshops, let me note that to uphold the 

Universal Declaration of Human Rights principles, enhance human security, and prevent 

gross violations we need to contrast the attacks that from several quarters have been 

moved against the unitary vision of the Universal Declaration.   This unitary vision is 

exemplified by the principle of the interrelation of all rights, the connection of freedom 

from fear to freedom from want.  Its framers understood that economic marginalization, 

which is often compounded by discrimination and social and cultural stigmas, precludes 

full participation in public life, as well as the ability to influence policies and to obtain 

justice. 

 

Attacks against the Declaration have also called into question its universal character in 

the name of cultural or historical specificity.  However, based on our common humanity 
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and dignity, the Declaration does not suffocate pluralism and it is not a partisan 

concoction--suitable to some cultures, but irrelevant or even harmful to others-- as some 

critics claim.  It represents rather a “common standard of achievement” for all to share.  

The balance its framers attained sixty years ago is an equilibrium we should never cease 

to strive for, irrespective of how our approaches may vary.   

 

As we seek to advance this area of agreement, States and all stakeholders, including civil 

society, should concentrate instead on how to remove the obstacles that continue to 

hamper the implementation and fulfilment of all human rights standards. 

 

Your conference represents a great opportunity to identify priorities in expanding such 

agreement. 

 

I wish you a very productive Conference.  Thank you.   

 


