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The human rights defenders who monitor and act on behalf of human rights in their own 
communities are on the front line of the global human rights movement. These activists, whether 
acting as individuals or as members of organized movements face enormous obstacles to their 
work and threats to their life or liberty on a daily basis. The measures that can be taken to win 
local and national human rights activists the political space to operate, the freedom from fear of 
repression and to enhance their capacity not just to survive but to carry out increasingly effective 
action for human rights are the focus of this conference.  
 

Campaigning for the campaigners, defending the defenders of others, is our task here. A 
premise of our meeting together here is that solidarity between human rights defenders at the 
local, national, regional and global level is crucial to this task.  Progress toward building a truly 
global human rights community has been enormous in the past two decades, perhaps most 
notably in Latin America, although the growth of the human rights movement in much of Asia, 
Africa, the Middle East and Europe has also been extraordinary. National coordinating bodies 
have brought heterogeneous human rights groups together in areas on which a common cause 
has been indisputable and indispensable, not least of which has been the defense of the right to 
organize to fight for human rights, while the varied emphasis of associated groups cover the full 
mosaic of civil and political and economic, social and cultural rights.  Regional and international 
networks and organizations have emerged that have given shape to the solidarity between human 
rights defenders across borders, sharpening the focus and increasing the impact of joint campaign 
action at the international level.  
 

The informal coalition we now call the human rights movement has become increasingly 
diversified. In Latin America, the organized defense of human rights has for many years been a 
multi-sectoral effort, linking labor, professional, church, and civic organizations in human rights 
assemblies, as well as pursuing human rights monitoring and action through organizations 
dedicated wholly to this task. At the regional and international level, the role of international 
labor confederations, church networks and others international bodies in the protection and 
promotion of human rights has been significant for decades, working parallel to and often in 
tandem with the efforts of  the international human rights organizations.   



 
 2 

 
Today, for example, new coalitions are emerging that link the human rights movement to 

organizations concerned with the environment, in recognition that part of the environmental 
impact of governmental and private action alike is an impact on people.  Organizations 
concerned with ecology and the environment are now working increasingly in partnership with 
human rights groups. It has become increasingly clear that the lives and liberty of those 
protecting the land, water and air from destruction or degradation--and the people who live on 
the land, breath the air and fish in the waters--are often under threat. The medium of the threat 
may be a shotgun, a machete or, as recently shown in Nigeria’s response to the Ogoni protests 
over Shell Oil’s exploitation of the Niger delta,  a hangman’s rope. The activists facing these 
threats are often defending the rights of the people facing expulsions from the land without 
judicial review, unsafe labor conditions (from the unchecked use of insecticides to the use of 
chemicals in manufacturing). The result is the harassment, intimidation, imprisonment or murder 
of the leaders of slum-dwellers, strikers, or farm workers demanding their rights.  Catalyzing the 
involvement of those concerned with the environment to stand up for human rights defenders is 
just one way in which the solidarity on which effective campaigning can be build will expand.  
 

The preparation of campaign action aims in part to marshal forces which have a cause in 
common. Campaigns may set out mainly to mobilize public opinion, in the classic human rights 
efforts to stigmatize responsible governments (and, increasingly, companies and corporations). 
They will also press demands for specific changes through the media, through demonstrations 
and public events, and by encouraging civil and political organizations to take their own actions. 
 The same elements of solidarity, mobilization, and coalition building, can apply to lobbying 
action. Although the latter is often considered a more precise and focused effort, the carefully 
targeted identification of real or potential decision makers or agents of influence, such efforts are 
generally more effective when backed by the broader public pressures of campaign action that 
give a particular relevance, if not urgency, to a lobbying effort. Lobbying, then, is part of 
campaigning and builds on the consciousness raising and mobilization of public opinion that is 
the real strength of human rights campaigning.  
 

Similarly, the question of practical measures to protect human rights defenders should not 
be seen entirely in isolation, although there are of course measures to be taken that don=t require 
major international efforts.  However, international public awareness that human rights defenders 
are under threat in a particular community or country, including the awareness of influential 
second governments and inter-governmental agencies that lobbying action can ensure,  prepares 
the way for the kind of help often required.  It will help prepare the way for emergency action,  
such as arrangements for visas and airline tickets for those who must temporarily leave their own 
country, as well as less dramatic preventative measures, such as high profile visits to local 
human rights organizations by foreign or international officials or personalities (where such 
measures are expected to help, not worsen, the situation).  
 

A building block of campaign planning is to consider at the start the resources available 
for the task.  In our area of work, a starting point is to inventory the human resources. The 
individuals and groups we can call upon have a geographical configuration and concentration 
(few human rights organizations are truly global); they have a range of skills (they are educators, 
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lawyers, trade unionists, social workers, religious, office workers, journalists, farmers and 
industrial workers, as well as human rights professionals);  and they have varying goals and 
mandates.  The potential collaborators in a campaign will also have varying degrees of access to 
decision makers in their own country and internationally who might have influence on the 
situation we want to influence.  An inventory of our allies, whether joined in a formal coalition 
or joined only be a common concern, and their willingness and ability to act on a particular task 
is part of the planning process. This awareness of who is concerned with the issue at hand, 
whether they are willing to and have the capacity to act, and when and with what notice they can 
do so is a powerful start to campaigning.  
 

The resources for action also include material things, from financial backing to media 
through which to disseminate information.  If no money is available for air fairs, then this form 
of escape route or means to bring human rights defenders together is of limited use. If no 
capacity is available to provide information materials in the languages in which they will make 
most impact, both at home and abroad,  the possibilities for campaigning are accordingly limited. 
An organization’s own information media, from reports and press statements to a local radio 
program are only part of the picture. Access to newsletters which can be used to carry a message 
to whole new sectors, such as church networks, environmental groups or women’s rights 
organizations, would be an example of such resources.  So too would regular access to media 
such as the BBC World Service. Dissemination of information, moreover, requires a capacity to 
compile and package that information. Part of the campaign plan is to assess realistically the 
capacity to carry out the fact-finding and reporting that will be essential to convincing the 
international community to take action.  
 

A second concern is to identify those potential levers of influence both inside and outside 
the country of concern who, although not presently motivated to help in our effort, may exercise 
a decisive role if they can only be induced to do so.  Local human rights defenders are best 
placed to identify potential allies in their own government and civil society, and in devising a 
strategy calling upon international resources to this end.  Outside the country in question, 
potential allies may be private individuals or organizations; more commonly, they will be 
legislators, officials or agencies of second governments or of regional and international 
governmental organizations.  Efforts to activate the international human rights machinery of the 
U.N., the O.A.S., and other regional and international governmental bodies are quite separate 
parts of the overall effort on behalf of human rights defenders, although these, too, are also in 
part driven by the campaigners= generation of outrage and mobilization of international public 
opinion.  
 
Countering the government=s strategies 
 

In devising a campaign plan, the real starting point is to have a clear conception of the 
problem to be confronted. What is the particular problem to which we are seeking a remedy? 
Whether the immediate concern is a death threat to a particular individual or a law that makes it 
impossible for an organization to gain legal recognition, the problem must be clearly identified 
before a remedy and a strategy to achieve it can be devised.  
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Attacks on human rights defenders take many different forms. A legal entanglement of 
regulations and restrictions may severely obstruct the operation of a human rights organization, 
while imposing fines or imprisonment on those activists who persist in their work. Commonly, 
nongovernmental rights groups will find it impossible to be legally recognized as an 
organization; and without this status they will find it impossible to open a bank account, to 
receive funding from foreign based foundations, or to rent an office.  Governments efforts to 
closely control or stop the funding of human rights groups may also take the form of malicious 
prosecutions of the officers of an organization on charges of financial improprieties. Where 
registration of  a human rights group is permitted, requirements may entail detailed information 
to be given a government agency on the members of the organization or its executive board. In 
situations in which the institutions of the state itself resort to criminal actions, such measures 
may expose the individuals identified to particular risks.  
 

The government’s aim may be to make it impossible in practical terms to carry out a 
systematic program of human rights monitoring, while representing its actions as being under the 
rule of law.  But this case must be made clearly and incontrovertibly in order to address the 
problem.  Where administrative and legal measures constraining the organization or operation of 
human rights organizations result in effect in a near total ban on independent rights 
organizations, or when they are combined with the violation of the rights of individual rights 
activists, the case can fairly readily be made.   
 

Nominally legal constraints on the organization of human rights groups may be paralleled 
by a pattern of threats and harassment, arrests or physical attacks upon those who exercise their 
rights to receive and impart information on human rights abuse, to seek legal remedy to human 
rights abuse, and to press for agents of government to be held accountable before the law for 
their abuses. At the same time, the suppression of a human rights organization may be just part 
of a larger picture of gross human rights abuse, in violation of international law, in a manner 
posing a clear motive for extreme measures to prevent the truth from getting out. The exposure 
of the context of a legal framework that obstructs organizations that work for  human rights may 
be the best means to confront these restrictions.  A government strategy to claim to use the law 
as the basis for its restrictions on human rights groups can be attacked by highlighting the ways 
in which such measures, both within the terms of local law and outside the law,  routinely violate 
international standards.  
 

Effective human rights groups also face attacks on their reputations, through the 
“branding” of individual human rights defenders (as biased or dishonest, if not as subversives or 
criminals), or by  attacking their entire membership as collaborators with opposition forces. The 
government’s aim will be to damage the credibility of the organization, to make it lose the 
confidence of the population in their own country (and abroad), and, in some cases, to prepare 
the ground for government legal or extralegal attacks aimed at destroying the organization 
altogether. Efforts to identify the members of a human rights group as dishonest or biased can be 
made by the home government alone, or backed by an international partner of that government. 
The United States’ practice during the conflict in El Salvador, to brand particular human rights 
activists as subversives, epitomized this practice, and may have given a green light to the 
Salvadorean military to deploy its death squads to eliminate individuals who had previously 
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counted upon some degree of international protection.  Misinformation of this kind, where not 
aimed at the physical annihilation of an individual or a group, will aim to undercut its standing 
with the local and international news media, with other nongovernmental organizations, and in 
inter-governmental fora.  
 

To protect human rights defenders whose reputations are under attack, campaigners must 
expose the government’s strategy, particularly where measures to discredit human rights workers 
occur within the context of violent attacks upon them. Measures to brand activists must be met 
with actions by which the national and international communities show their solidarity in way 
that defends the legitimacy of the work undertaken.  Misinformation must be countered.  The 
relation of verbal attacks on rights defenders to their criticism of government policies and 
practices should be highlighted.  Even where physical attacks, or arrests, are not carried out,  
practical measures of recognition  should be organized: members of other rights groups should 
regularly visit with their counterparts, and be seen to do so. Joint initiatives may be undertaken, 
ranging from joint press conferences to conducting research missions and issuing publications 
together. National and international human rights based abroad can also lend their moral and 
material support for those under threat by inviting them to travel abroad for speaking 
engagements, conferences, and meetings with the media and decision makers outside their own 
countries in a manner that will resonate back.  Other rights groups should encourage their own 
governments to speak up for those under attack, and, where appropriate, have embassy officials 
attend public events held by the groups in question.  Second governments should refrain from 
attacking human rights defenders; to the contrary, they should make their defense an integral part 
of the bilateral and multilateral relations.  
 

Efforts to discredit human rights defenders are often accompanied by systematic 
harassment and intimidation. This may take the form of overt and omnipresent surveillance, or 
escalate into physical assaults, periodic short-term arrest, or, too frequently, murder.  Activists 
may be detained, held on trumped up charges, or pursued with lawsuits by public officials 
claiming to have been defamed or slandered. In some such cases, the applicable laws themselves 
are in violation of international standards, and we can publicize this. In others, it can be shown, 
and highlighted, that the arrest forms part of a pattern of mischievous charges against critics of a 
government.  
 

In the extreme case, a government’s strategy may be to suppress all human rights 
monitoring as part of an overall atmosphere of terror. Attacks on monitors may be intended to 
sow terror and to intimidate others. The methodology of violence employed, whether through 
exemplary violence of the uncertainty of “disappearance,” may be part of a larger strategy of 
terror. These acts may range from unconcealed state action, most frequently in situations of 
massive state terror,  to actions designed to evade accountability; impunity for those involved is, 
however, a common denominator.  The element of impunity sends a two-fold signal. On the one 
hand, the perpetrators of attacks on behalf of the state act with the confidence that they will not 
be held personally liable for their actions. On the other, the message is disseminated throughout 
the population that those who challenge the state’s repressive apparatus can expect no protection 
from the law.   
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Apart from the practical measures we will be discussing, from facilitating the departure 
of those under threat to their physical accompaniment by foreign partners, the first response to 
massive violence against human rights monitors must be an accurate assessment of its nature. 
Governments in the Americas (most notably that of the United States) have for many years 
attributed massive state violence to “fighting between extremists of left and right,” for which the 
state somehow had no responsibility. More recently, state violence has come to be deliberately 
obscured by identification as the product of common criminality, with attacks by state agents on 
human rights defenders attributed to drug traffickers, unnamed renegades or other mere private 
citizens. State violence may be executed through guns for hire, or through paramilitary structures 
associated with regular armies.   
 

At the same time, patterns of state terror may exist in which governments are themselves 
divided; those within abusive governments who seek to investigate and remedy gross abuse may 
themselves be among the human rights defenders who require protection and international 
assistance. A public recognition that a government is not monolithic may be part of the strategy 
to combat attacks on human rights defenders; on the other hand, those institutions of the state 
that are directly involved in the abuse must be held to account. Where local institutions, from the 
courts to the independent human rights groups, dare not confront powerful military or security 
agencies directly, international organizations, governmental and nongovernmental, must assume 
a special role in truth-telling and campaigning for change.  
 

Without identifying the nature of the problem, the authorities responsible, the legal 
framework facilitating abuse, and the forces involved in its execution, the remedies can not 
easily be promoted. It is simply not enough to protest that “someone is killing human rights 
activists.” It is also insufficient simply to demand that governments establish commissions of 
inquiry, provide witness protection programs that extend to those who report crimes by state 
agents,  and improve mechanisms by which complaints of human rights abuse are received and 
processed.  Governments must actively protect those who stand up for human rights; giving 
human rights defenders the full protection of the law, including from those government 
supporters who may have no acknowledged, or formal, ties with the government.  There must be 
both a protection from government agents and by them: the latter, of course, should also hold for 
anyone.  
 

When agents of the state at any level are responsible for attacks on human rights 
defenders, this needs to be stated clearly by those campaigning for their protection. The real test 
of whether attacks on human rights defenders are sanctioned by the state at some level centers on 
its response to the actions of state agents and those working with them.  The persistent impunity 
of police, military or paramilitary forces for actions victimizing human rights defenders, whether 
in the form of threats, statements tending to justify attacks after the fact, or in murder or 
“disappearance” is a signal that these measures are not considered by the institutions responsible 
to violate established doctrine or policy. When a government claims to be taking action to check 
abuse, its policies toward abusive agencies and its measures to check their impunity must be 
weighed carefully. 
 

The message to the international community should be clear. The governments which 
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exercise formal authority over these institutions, however tenuous, must be held accountable for 
the acts of their agents, and the protection--or victimization--or human rights defenders. 
Measures to protect human rights workers and to halt impunity for gross human rights abuse 
should go hand in hand, and should be assisted by the international community. If they do not, 
the international community should firmly question a government’s stated commitment to 
protect and promote human rights.   
 

Similarly, the impunity of whole armies and police institutions for their actions in this 
sphere should not readily be excused as natural or inevitable, or a product of organizational 
disfunction, or a breakdown of discipline, or the product of generalized chaos. Quite the 
contrary. When military and security institutions with a record of complex and professional 
operations, draconian discipline,  and a tradition of drastic punishments for breaches of discipline 
close ranks to protect members responsible for human rights abuse, the message is clear that such 
actions find approval at the highest level.   
 

Attacks on human rights defenders send a strong signal to the general public that access 
to domestic remedies to abuse is a closed door; that opening the door, by filing habeas corpus 
petitions or bringing complaints against a public official, can be perilous. The fear of reprisals 
for seeking the protection of the law may make domestic remedies useless--and can also limit the 
effectiveness of international remedies where they exist. Colombia’s own experience in this 
regard is as acute as anywhere. Witnesses, relatives of victims, lawyers, judges, journalists and 
members of human rights organizations have all been targeted for intimidation or murder for 
attempting to expose gross human rights abuse and to encourage its remedy and an end of 
impunity through the courts.  The persistence of impunity in these cases above all pose a 
particular challenge to the international community.  
 
Safeguards for the activists  
 

Campaigning on the larger issue of human rights protection, where threats against human 
rights defenders are just one dimension of a pattern of massive abuse, must be accompanied by 
individualized action to safeguard particular activists and organizations. Sometimes a human 
rights defender must be helped to move from their home to another city or another country- 
Sometimes international help may be needed to facilitate a short-term departure, or to seek 
asylum abroad for what may be many years. The international human rights community may be 
able to help to arrange a course of study, a teaching job, a secondment to an international partner 
organization, or other arrangements so that the individual can continue to work for human rights, 
while gaining experience or  skills to be used in human rights work on his or her return.  In 
anticipation of emergencies, international bodies should help establish contingency plans so that 
friendly embassies and relevant international agencies will be prepared to help with escape 
routes should the need arise.  
 

A degree of protection may be provided by raising the profile of a local human rights 
organization and its members at the international level, although some situations may require a 
damper on publicity.  The aim more frequently, however, is to highlight the contribution of  the 
particular group or individual to the fight for human rights,  winning public recognition and 
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support abroad for this work, and ensuring that this echoes back to their own communities.  A 
crucial goal in most cases of work to raise the profile of human rights defenders outside their 
own country is, indeed, to ensure that it results in an appropriate message that is received back 
home. Similarly, expressions of support from abroad must reach the right quarters in their home 
country to be effective. Giving resonance to international support in human rights defenders= 
home countries is part of the task of protection.  The object is to show that every human rights 
activist is part of a much larger whole around the world, that an attack on a particular group or 
individual would echo far beyond his or her own community, and that the government 
responsible would pay a high price for their actions. 
 

Human rights activists should, of course, be enabled to travel outside their own countries 
for reasons other than their own safety. The most eloquent advocates for human rights at the 
international level are those who confront human rights abuse at home on a daily basis. The 
arrangement of speaking tours, briefings for the media and government officials outside one’s 
own country, and other direct testimony can be a powerful means to communicate the reality of a 
human rights situation across borders. It can also help combat home government efforts to attack 
the legitimacy and credibility of an organization, while cementing important links between 
individuals and organizations with a capacity to bring pressure on the governments posing 
threats to human rights defenders.  
 

Human rights defenders are not limited to those working in human rights organizations, 
and it would be a mistake to define the term too narrowly.  Often it is the families of those who 
have suffered repression who become the most stalwart human rights defenders: seeking the 
release of those wrongly imprisoned, the appearance alive of the “disappeared,” and remedy for 
torture and other gross abuse. The associations of the relatives of political prisoners and the 
families of the ”disappeared” are among the most effective and renowned organizations of 
human rights defenders in the Americas and similar groups exist elsewhere around the world, 
from the Philippines to the Sudan.  Other families campaign for justice for their loved ones 
without the support of others in a similar situation. As relentless campaigners, as witnesses to the 
state’s actions and their relative’s plight, and, increasingly, as an organized force around which 
to build larger protests against injustice, the families themselves are frequently seen as a threat.  
They are often in need of more protection than can be provided by their own solidarity and by 
partners in their own communities. 
 

There is no need here to catalogue the range of professional groups that frequently 
engage in human rights monitoring and reporting, and require protection from reprisals as a 
consequence. Journalists, lawyers, educators, health workers, social scientists and others whose 
professions involve close observation of the real world face similar obstacles when they make 
human rights monitoring and reporting a part of their work.  
 

A starting point is to demand that governments protect the witnesses of human rights 
abuses, in particular those who seek to give evidence of abuses and seek justice for them, be this 
through the courts or by appeals at an international level.  Those that compile information on 
abuses drawn from relatives and witnesses, provide a distinct group requiring special protection. 
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At the same time, human rights defenders within the structures of government itself 
should receive qualified international recognition and support.  The judge, prosecutor, policeman 
or soldier that determines to abide by the law, and to extend the protection of the law and the 
sanctions of the law in the defense of human rights may face many of the same threats posed 
those who act in a personal capacity or through human rights groups. In such cases the human 
rights defender may be subjected to pressures to resign, or be dismissed through arbitrary means. 
Efforts at intimidation may be followed by extralegal violence. Soldiers or police who stand up 
for human rights, in situations in which murder is an instrument of the state, may themselves 
become victims without warning or hearing. The murder in January 1989 of twelve members of a 
Colombian commission of inquiry looking into military involvement in political killings was just 
one of scores of similar examples from around the world.  Prosecutors in Peru, who have found 
the bodies of people who disappeared into military custody and pressed for justice, have 
themselves been under threat. Judges in El Salvador have been killed for pursuing investigations 
into army death squad operations.  
 

Where governments have responded to the international human rights movement by 
creating their own agencies with an express human rights brief, stated commitments to human 
rights protection must be put to test. Where a government human rights commission exists, it 
should be pressed to facilitate access to official complaints mechanisms, and to assist those 
seeking legal remedy. Such commissions should not, however, become the gatekeeper or 
primary assessors of such complaints and their function should be without prejudice to direct 
approaches by human rights advocates to the responsible government agencies and the judicial 
system. Such commissions should also facilitate access to official information. Government 
human rights officials should also be pressed to take part in public events in conjunction with 
independent human rights organizations, at the invitation of the latter:  some official human 
rights commissions, human rights ombudsman and officials in similar positions have won the 
confidence of local nongovernmental rights organizations through their actions. Others have not. 
The international community, its campaigning for human rights protection, should take the lead 
of local nongovernmental organizations in considering how best to support, or to criticize, such 
officials and official organizations.   
 

A fundamental area of collaboration has traditionally been in the area of communications. 
Twenty years ago, international rights groups were enabled by the acquisition of telex machines; 
a goal was to help get telex machines (and the necessary phone lines) for our counterpart 
organizations. Before that we wrote letters. Assistance with installment fees and 
telecommunications costs was an aspect of this. We are now moving rapidly from the age of the 
fax machine to that of electronic mail and the Internet (where necessary, using portable satellite 
telephones), and, borrowing from the experience of development and relief agencies in many 
areas, short-wave radio. This technology provides essential communications channels through 
which to knit together far-flung parts of the international human rights movements in a way that 
facilitates the dissemination of information, and makes rapid consultation and working together 
increasingly feasible, while making it possible to ring international alarm bells faster and more 
extensively than ever before.  Efforts must now be made to combat national and international 
efforts to control the Internet, while facilitating access by human rights activists to software 
enabling coded transmissions.  
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Communications can protect members of the human rights community so long as there is 

always someone, and a contingency plan for action, at the other end of the electronic line. Today 
urgent action is facilitated not just through the greater ease with which information is 
transmitted, but because of the proliferation of national and international nongovernmental 
organizations prepared to assist in urgent tasks of human rights protection. Work for human 
rights defenders is clearly a priority of these organizations. At the same time, at the 
intergovernmental level, international human rights machinery provides a backstop to our efforts. 
Efforts to agree a U.N. Declaration on Human Rights Defenders represent just one aspect of this 
work.  
 

Practical measures to safeguard human rights defenders can also include assistance to 
enable them better carry out their general human rights research, monitoring and dissemination 
work.  This may take the form of assistance with computer technology, as well as in such areas 
as the exchange of experience in research methodology. Protection may also be enhanced by 
assistance to increase the security of the offices or homes of human rights defenders, or to 
relocate them to facilities within their own communities that offer greater protection. Whether 
the human rights community should also be party to the hiring of armed guards, the provision of 
bullet-proof vests and the like is an open question.  
 

A traditional strength of the human rights community has been that its principal weapon 
is the pen and the typewriter, or the telephone and the computer, the press release or radio 
broadcast. Its imperfect armor was provided by public opinion, strengthened to the degree that 
the international community could be motivated to outrage and action.  In this regard, the 
physical presence of representatives of the international community in or near the homes and 
offices of  human rights defenders under threat has, in some cases, proved an effective shield. Its 
efficacy, however, is dependent on the degree to which a repressive government is prepared to 
endure international opprobrium. Some governments are fully prepared to be party to the 
murders of both their own and other nation=s citizens.  
 

The expressions of international opprobrium which human rights organizations can help 
call down upon repressive governments have always spanned a considerable range. A 
government’s refusal to tolerate independent human rights organizations at home, or to permit 
access by international human rights monitors has been internationally recognized as a 
significant indicator of abuse for many years. A government’s imprisonment, exile, torture or 
murder of human rights defenders, whether in Cuba or in El Salvador, rates high on the 
international agenda of  human rights concerns.  Most international human rights organizations 
press governments to take human rights considerations into account in their foreign relations. 
This may take the form of support for resolutions condemning a government’s human rights 
practices at the United Nations, or support for a U.N. special rapporteur to be appointed to 
monitor human rights in a country.  It may also involve calls for military assistance to be ended, 
military and security transfers to be suspended, and for national delegates to international 
financial institutions to vote against loans to a particular government until remedies are 
forthcoming.  
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In addition to government to government pressures, and the pressures that can be brought 
by intergovernmental organizations upon their own or other member states, economic ties can 
also be a factor when patterns of gross abuse are present. Achieving an international consensus 
on calls for economic sanctions, however, is difficult, not least because of ethical considerations 
which need not be addressed here.  
 

Support for appeals to intergovernmental human rights mechanisms is a further area in 
which international solidarity can take a concrete and effective form. The European system for 
human rights protection includes the right to individual petitition, and special measures to protect 
those who submit and support such petitions. The system is imperfect--Human Rights Watch has 
recently issued a report on cases in which complainants were themselves threatened with death 
or “disappearance,” as well as several in which complainants were in fact detained and tortured 
after submitting cases to the European Commission on Human Rights, or were killed. The Inter-
American system is the subject of another discussion in this conference.  
 
Human Rights Watch and Human Rights Defenders 

 
Human Rights Watch has from its inception in 1978, as Helsinki Watch, put work with 

and for human rights defenders at the top of its agenda. The organization indeed began with a 
view to support the infant human rights monitoring groups that emerged in Eastern Europe and 
the former Soviet Union in the wake of the 1975 Helsinki Accords, a principal element of which 
was a commitment by signatory states to abide by fundamental human rights norms.  The 
Helsinki monitoring groups involved soon fell afoul of government policies banning public 
disclosure of their human rights practices. Many were imprisoned for their efforts to monitor and 
to disseminate information concerning human rights practices. Support for these monitors was 
the primary reason  for Helsinki Watch’s creation, and support for grassroots human rights 
defenders around the world was at the core of the organization’s work as it grew.  An aspect of 
working for the security of human rights at the local level was to research and document the 
issues of greatest concern to local monitors, and to disseminate around the world reports on the 
harsh realities which were often all too well known on the front lines.  
 

The creation in 1981 of Americas Watch, too, was founded on a principal of working in 
partnership with the defenders of human rights who were then risking their lives or freedom in 
much of the region. Human rights defenders were then under particular fire in the several states 
of Central America then undergoing human rights emergencies: the deep involvement of  the 
United States in its support for forces carrying out massive abuses put a particularly 
responsibility on Human Rights Watch, as a U.S.-based organization, to confront the 
governments responsible and support the human rights defenders threatened with death by them. 
 This work was pursued through regular reporting, high level lobbying with governments and 
inter-governmental organizations, and, most importantly, through campaign action aimed at 
stigmatizing the U.S. and other governments for their abusive actions.  Attacks on human rights 
defenders were all too common in those years, as were public, verbal attacks by United States— 
government officials aimed at disparaging the independence and objectivity of human rights 
monitors (including members of Human Rights Watch’s own staff), or indeed seeming to invite 
closely associated governments to target human rights activists -- in El Salvador in particular-- 
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for murder.  
 

A part of the Human Rights Watch program for many years has been to identify 
particular human rights defenders from around the world to be honored in a ceremony held in 
New York. Today this practice takes place late each year, and provides an opportunity to bring a 
group of human rights defenders together to exchange experiences, to meet with activists, the 
media and other opinion makers, and with policy makers  in the United States.  The intention is 
to give due recognition to people who have made a particular contribution to the fight for human 
rights.  
 

Other human rights defenders regularly pass through our offices around the world so that 
we can draw upon their experience and advice, and provide whatever assistance is possible to 
further our related programs or research and  campaign action. For some of those who visit our 
offices in the United States, Brussels, Rwanda, Rio or Hong Kong, protection on their return 
home is a major consideration. While raising the profile of some individuals, through publicity, 
contacts with  foreign legislators or officials, may help, it may endanger further others.  A 
consideration in every discussion with ngo partners is to identify the best means to help.  
 

With the growth of Human Rights Watch to cover all world regions, with the addition of 
core programs on Asia, Africa and the Middle East by 1987, work with and for human rights 
defenders covered most of the world.  Human Rights Watch for a several years reflected this 
partnership in an annual book length report on the persecution of human rights monitors. This 
world wide survey documented the killings, “disappearances,” torture, arrests and harassment 
faced by human rights defenders, as the well as other obstacles to their work. It was produced as 
a tool for lobbying and publicity, with a view to putting the human rights defender high on the 
international agenda for action.  In the 1990s, Human Rights Watch continues to include a 
section on the situation of human rights defenders in every chapter of its annual World Report.  
 
 
 


