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I deliver this statement on behalf of Rights Watch (UK), a United Kingdom-based organisation 

working to ensure national security measures are human rights compliant.  
 

Rights Watch (UK) has worked extensively on Preventing / Countering Violent Extremism (P/CVE) 

measures. In 2016, we published a landmark human rights report on the United Kingdom’s Prevent 
Strategy and we are currently building a pan-European network of civil society working on P/CVE 

and human rights. Our research has revealed that many States’ P/CVE policies suffer from serious 

structural flaws, which give rise to pervasive human rights harms. I will highlight four of these 
structural flaws. 

 

First, terms that sit at the heart of P/CVE policies – such as “violent-extremism” or “extremism” – 

lack definitional clarity. As a consequence, it remains unclear what these policies seek to address. In 

practice, they may capture a wide spectrum of legitimate expression, or bring those who may hold 

unpalatable or offensive political or religious views within the scope of counter-terrorism policy.  
 

Secondly, P/CVE policies venture into the pre-crime space and often rely on vague indicators of 

extremism as predictors of future criminal behaviour. These are often ambiguous, poorly 
correlated with potential terrorist activity, and based on a discredited theory linking the holding of 

non-violent extreme views to future participation in terrorism.  

 
Thirdly, whether by legal obligation or as a matter of policy, some P/CVE policies enlist public sector 

workers such as teachers, doctors, and youth workers to implement security policies, offering wide 

discretion to those often ill-equipped to make such determinations. 

 

Fourthly, the push to implement P/CVE across diverse policy areas has securitised the education, 

healthcare, social work, humanitarian and development sectors, distorting principles that serve as a 

bedrock for these fields. By blurring the boundaries between security policy and service provision, 
these policies risk eroding trust in government and service providers, and inhibiting already 

marginalised communities’ from accessing basic services. This risk is compounded by the absence of 

transparency or guidance as to how, and for what purpose, information gathered on individuals is used 
or shared with security services. Moreover, the escalation of P/CVE measures — for example, where 

administrative measures are imposed for P/CVE purposes with few, if any, institutional safeguards – 

is deeply concerning. 

The consequence of these structural flaws is that P/CVE measures are endangering the rights to 

privacy, education, health, freedom of expression, freedom of religion or belief, freedom from 

discrimination, and the special protections afforded to children by the Convention on the Rights of the 

Child.  

While the harms that result from such measures may not be apparent on their face, their impact can be 

pervasive and profoundly counter-productive. For example, P/CVE policies and programmes that are 
directed towards young people, in and outside of education, may appear relatively benign on their 

surface, but can have the effect of stigmatising and alienating children, families and communities who 

are targeted, and pushing discussion online or underground. Where criticism of government policy at 
home or abroad is considered extreme, space for critical inquiry is limited.  

 

This first High-Level Conference provides an important moment for critical reflection. We call on 

States to do the following: 

 

First, we urge States to conduct a rigorous analysis of the potential human rights impact prior to 

implementing P/CVE policies. Incorporating meaningful human rights assessments in the design of 

P/CVE policies is critical. 



 

Secondly, States should consult widely with rights groups and community representatives both 

during the design and implementation of P/CVE. States must ensure diverse and critical voices are 

represented. Top down C/PVE strategies, which co-opt sectors of civil society to amplify government 

narratives, jeopardise civil society’s independence and autonomy, and foster divisions within 
communities. 

 

Thirdly, we call on all states who have already implemented P/CVE strategies to establish an 

independent review to examine the human rights compliance of the policies, and their intersection 

with other legal regimes and professional obligations.  

 
Fourthly, we urge States to institute a clear conceptual and practical separation between security 

measures and other social policies, and to ensure that policies which pursue rights, good 

governance, social justice, integration and gender equality are not compromised by a securitised 

agenda.  

 

Finally, for civil society, the UN Counter-terrorism architecture is an opaque, exclusionary and 
sometimes hostile place. Claims that civil society are placed at the heart of P/CVE efforts ring hollow 

if States do not act to change this. We urge Member States and UN institutions to broaden and 

formalise avenues for meaningful civil society consultation in the development and review of 
policies, and the assessment of how international strategies have been transposed to the national level. 


