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Dear friends and colleagues, this is indeed a very special and exciting moment. Our meeting today is unique: we are gathered here in great numbers and from all over the world to talk not just about the formidable problems of injustice and oppression that we all face in our everyday work, but -- in a spirit of self-empowerment -- about what we are actually doing to resolve them.

This occasion represents the culmination of many months of hard work, consultation, and careful preparation by the members of The Center for Victims of Torture and by our Turkish hosts. I have been witness to the thought and care that has gone into making this meeting possible, and I know that what we are going to be doing here is the product of many years of visionary effort. My congratulations to Douglas Johnson and his extraordinary team: you have made it possible to create a space for sharing our common expertise and thus enrich the global human rights movement. Thank you, all of you, for making this happen in this extraordinary country and in this very timely moment. 

I am looking forward with anticipation to what we will all make happen in the next three days by discussing and exchanging the ideas, lessons and skills that we have acquired from our different experiences in the defense and promotion of human rights in our respective activities and countries.

It is by now a commonly accepted fact that the latter half of the twentieth century produced a human rights revolution. Following the horror and brutality of the Second World War, the creation of the United Nations and the adoption of its Charter in 1945 ushered in a process of internationalization of human rights and humanization of international law. Three years later, in 1948, the General Assembly of the United Nations went on to proclaim a newly drafted Universal Declaration of Human Rights as a “common standard of achievement of all peoples and all nations,” an auspicious foundation for a future international bill of rights which further consolidated the notion that individual human beings have inalienable rights and that the international community is obligated to ensure that all governments guarantee and protect them. This has in turn resulted in a worldwide movement involving states, intergovernmental and nongovernmental players in a continuing struggle to ensure that this notion prevails and is effectively enforced. (T. Buergenthal).

We are an integral part of this movement, which is why we have gathered here today precisely to discuss how we have gone about our efforts to carry out this mission in today’s afflicted world, of bringing about “...a process of sustained and enlightened change” –in the words of the renowned Sudanese scholar Abdullahi An-Na’im --                                                                     that will enable human beings to be truly free and equal in dignity and rights, as proclaimed in Article 1 of the Universal Declaration.

In this respect, I do not think that we have ever before had such a formidable arsenal of instruments and tools of a global reach to make human rights possible in our respective environments. We are certainly not lacking in a body of international human rights law, as well as in the standards and mechanisms, both at the universal and regional levels, needed to implement it. This is the product of decades of persistent campaigning and painstaking drafting and negotiation carried out by numerous activists, diplomats and experts. And this task continues up to the present, it is unending as anyone who has attended a session of the Human Rights Commission in Geneva can attest to. 

Unfortunately, however, not enough and, in most cases, precious little of this wealth of international normative instruments designed to protect human rights has actually had the impact that it should on the daily existence of most of the world’s peoples. It is precisely here in what in our jargon is known as the “domestic jurisdiction” where most of the abuse and violence that these instruments were created to put an end to is generated and takes place. Furthermore, in my view, if world politics continue on their present disturbing course, we are even in great danger of losing much of what we thought we had already gained.

The targeted killing of thousands of people in many parts of the world is clearly on the rise after the murderous events of September11,2001, which seem to have ushered in a new era in which terrorism has changed the nature of the international system as we knew it and impacted our daily lives in unimaginable ways. We should be clear on the fact that terrorism destroys human rights, but that counter-terrorism strategies and measures also do the same if they do not incorporate and uphold the basic principles of human rights. Our movement is clearly aware of this and has indeed suffered greatly from this situation. Thus we are especially called upon to make sure that the need for domestic and international security does not further destroy or undermine what we have worked so hard to achieve.

Among the innumerable victims of this scourge, all of them innocent men, women and children whom we must remember and pay homage to, I would like to recall Sergio Vieira de Mello, the late UN High Commissioner for Human Rights. He was murdered a little more than twelve months ago while overseeing the delivery of humanitarian aid in post-invasion Iraq. His death is an ominous metaphor for the many vulnerabilities of the edifice of international human rights.

Oppression and injustice tend to breed violence and despair. As human rights activists we know that all too well. Each one of us here deals with a particular parcel of human suffering and misery. We are experts in it and we need to exchange notes with our counterparts. But it is sometimes useful to step out of our field of expertise and gaze at the broader view. Gatherings such as this one are an excellent opportunity to look at the global panorama of the state of human rights. This helps us gauge exactly where we are as a movement and what confronts us. It gives us perspective and helps us to think about what we do and what we need to do in more strategic terms.

At this juncture in history, we are certainly in need of a strategic view of human rights. How else are we to deal with the gross violations of these rights that are taking place in numerous countries around the globe? Torture, terrorism, extrajudicial executions, enforced and involuntary disappearances, arbitrary detentions, forced evictions, violence against women, children and other vulnerable groups such as migrants, trafficking in people and sexual slavery, racism and religious intolerance, ethnic cleansing, internal displacement, mass hunger, environmental poisoning and destruction are all happening as we speak. All of these violations and many more are rooted in oppressive social and economic structures and in the conflicts –some of them intractable—which they tend to generate. 

If people are the real wealth of nations as is asserted by the United Nations Development Program, what to do with the fact that millions are living in conditions of massive deprivation which can only result in extreme suffering and despair? 

According to last year’s Human Development Report, more than one billion people survive on less than one dollar a day and more than 800 million suffer from undernourishment. Lack of access to improved water sources and adequate sanitation affect a little more than one and almost three billion respectively. Some 100 million children, most of them girls, do not attend school. In this global context it is no wonder that massive epidemics of HIV-AIDS and other communicable diseases are decimating whole populations and setting many countries back on their path to development. In 46 countries people are poorer today than in 1990 and in 25 countries more people go hungry today than a decade ago.

Last but not least, almost two billion people live in countries where political regimes do not fully accommodate democratic, political and civic freedoms, and about half of these people belong to ethnic, religious, racial or linguistic groups that face some form of discrimination. (The State of Human Development, HDR, 2003, UNDP)

The key objectives of humanity set forth by the world’s leaders at the United Nations Millennium Summit in September 2000, of eradicating poverty, promoting human dignity and achieving peace, democracy and environmental sustainability appear to have been left behind to be replaced by the traditional ones of neo-colonial economic and military domination.


Globalization seems to be changing the very nature of many human rights violations. States are no longer the sole perpetrators: non-state actors in various shapes and forms such as organized crime, terrorist organizations, mercenaries and even some business corporations, among others, are increasingly responsible for many human rights abuses.

All of this poses tremendous, formidable challenges for the human rights movement. We must continue to advocate for the victims, but we must also act purposefully in our respective countries to introduce the universal norms and standards which protect and guarantee human rights for all and ensure that adequate human rights education is given at all levels of schooling. We must also deal with global problems and make the right to peace and sustainable development tangible realities.

All of this cannot be done if we do not defend the international human rights system with tooth and nail. We must uphold what we have already achieved and not allow it to be undermined in the name of any cause. But we will not be effective if we do not understand the dynamics of injustice and oppression as they are being experienced today. Only by confronting the emerging challenges that the contemporary world is facing will we live up to our commitment with the universality and interdependence of human rights as a liberating force.

And this brings me to my final point which is the subject matter of our meeting. I would like to think that we can take advantage of the opportunity in the discussion of our tactics, to embark on a more critical revision of many of the tools that we have developed over the years as a movement.

First and foremost, I would like to stress that the human rights movement is made up of more than civil society organizations. This is not always understood and appreciated. Obviously, we would be nowhere were it not for the clear-sighted vision of many non-governmental organizations. But just the same, we would also be nowhere without the other indispensable actors in the human rights equation. What would have been of us were it not for statesmen of the size of Roosevelt or judges like Baltasar Garzón? 

I would like to remember the words of the former Acting High Commissioner for Human Rights, Bertrand Ramcharan, in his opening speech for the session of the Human Rights Commission last March, when he expressed that the work of the Commission is one where there is a need to strike difficult balances between principles, pragmatism and politics for the achievement of one fundamental goal: upholding the international human rights norms in favor of the victims.

This is a task for all of us, governments and societies alike. And it has been done by establishing norms and standards, and then holding governments accountable to them. Moral outrage, shaming and denunciation are the tools most commonly used for this purpose. How effective are they? For what purposes? These are questions we have to ask ourselves and resolve.

Governments have a way of developing bureaucracies to deal with difficult social and political issues and they can do so by solving them or by pushing them out of view. It depends on many factors, not least of all, how committed they really are to democratic governance. However, sometimes non-governmental human rights defenders, who are unaware of how these governments operate, are moved by inertia and continue to utilize tactics in an indiscriminate fashion. What worked in one place does not necessarily work elsewhere, and what worked before does not necessarily work forever.

Much of this behavior also stems from a “them and us” attitude, developed in authoritarian contexts, which tends to put the “good guys” on the side of the NGOS and the “bad guys” on the other side. When political situations evolve towards more democratic regimes, as they have recently done in many parts of the world, both sides are frozen in previously determined roles that do little for the cause of human rights and very much for those who are adamantly opposed to change.

In my personal experience as a human rights activist, both in civil society and government, I have been witness to this problem. A small anecdote illustrates the point I am trying to make. When recently nominated as Special Ambassador for Human Rights and Democracy of the newly elected democratic government of Mexico, my country, I began to receive thousands of identical letters from several non-governmental organizations all over the world, demanding me to do liberate a political prisoner whose cause I had championed for at the Inter-American Human Rights Commission as an NGO. I can still recall the difficulties that my staff and I had in trying to turn that enormous load of written material into an effective form of pressure for the military authorities who were directly responsible for his imprisonment. The senders of the letters just assumed that by being part of government, I was in a position to make the decision myself. I tried forwarding them to the Military Prosecutor and to the office of the Secretary of the Defense, only to be told by my colleagues that in so doing I was violating the law. We finally ended up by putting all the letters in boxes and asking the senders to direct them to the officials who were directly responsible for the abuse of this person’s rights, with a copy for me, naturally.

I often wonder how I would have fared in this entreaty if I had not previously been a member of an NGO. Maybe I would have been labeled as incompetent or as soon kind of cynical fool. 

Social change is a long term endeavor and the human rights movement was for a very long time successful in generating such a process. Despite the depressing figures which I gave you earlier on, it is undeniable that today we have more people living in democracies and with better incomes, life expectancies and literacy rates than ever before in history. However, the complexity of the issues that we face today, the polarization of the world, and the very nature of the forces that continue to resist change cannot be underestimated. Our movement needs to reflect on this and to acquire more tactical flexibility in order to overcome these resistances.

Enlarged constituencies, synergy and partnerships are some of the things we need to discuss. We desperately need more allies, and some of these are in the most unsuspected places like governments or the corporate world. Likewise, some of our most bitter detractors are in civil society and working to undermine us. 

It is my most fervent hope that three days from now, when we have finished our meeting, we will have dealt with some of these problems and come up with some new ideas.

Thank you again and good luck in our deliberations.
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