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PRESENTation of the IACHR to the committee on juridical and political affairs on human rights defenders 

The Inter-American Commission wishes to raise some issues regarding the situation of persons who dedicate themselves to protecting human rights in the Hemisphere.
For several years, OAS member states have raised concerns about the problems confronting human rights defenders in the region.  In particular, in 2001, the General Assembly approved resolution AG/RES. 1818 (XXXI-O/01), “‘Human Rights Defenders in the Americas:’ Support for Individuals, Groups, and Organizations of Civil Society Working to Promote and Protect Human Rights in the Americas.”  The following year, the Assembly approved resolution AG/RES. 1842 (XXXII-O/02), on the same lines as the above.  In both resolutions, the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights was invited to “continue paying due attention to the situation of human rights defenders in the Americas and to consider preparing a comprehensive study in this area which inter alia describes their work, for study by the pertinent political authorities.”

Pursuant to the mandate given it by the Assembly, on December 7, 2001, the Executive Secretariat of the IACHR established the Unit for Defenders of Human Rights.  The main aim of the Unit is to coordinate the activities of the Executive Secretariat of the IACHR with regard to problems confronting defenders of human rights in the Americas.

The Unit for Defenders has as its main task to receive information on the situation of defenders of human rights in the Hemisphere, to maintain contacts with nongovernmental organizations, and to coordinate the work of the Executive Secretariat with regard to the defenders of human rights in the Americas.

During 2002, the Unit has coordinated the work of the IACHR on defenders.  It has issued press statements on cases where there have been threats, assassinations, attempted assassinations and kidnappings, as well as on the overall situation facing human rights defenders in specific countries.
Similarly, it has made use of precautionary measures and even requests for provisional measures to the Inter-American Court of Human Rights to protect human rights defenders in different countries in the Hemisphere.  The Commission considers that the danger facing a defender can or does provoke an intimidatory effect and, as a result, the defender may decide to suspend some or all of his or her activities.  When this happens, not only are the rights of the defender left unprotected as a result of the aggression, but also community groups–sometimes whole communities–are left unrepresented and therefore unprotected.

The Commission has authorized precautionary measures in instances of attempted assassination, death and other threats, intimidation, physical attacks, the ransacking of offices or homes, the declaration by paramilitaries of persons as military targets, and defenders being accused of belonging to guerrilla organizations.  In cases of NGO members being killed, the Commission has requested protection for other persons working for the same organization.  Protection extends, where necessary, to some or all members of one or more organizations and, where needed, to their families.

Since the Unit was established, the importance has been recognized of undertaking visits to countries to evaluate the situation of defenders.  This is particularly relevant in view of the report on the situation of defenders in the Hemisphere requested by the General Assembly to the IACHR, on which the Unit is currently working.  Thus, during July 2002, the Unit undertook a visit to Guatemala in order to evaluate the situation of human rights defenders in that country.

Similarly, during its last regular session, the Commission held audiences with representatives of various human rights organizations, who informed the Commission about the situation of human rights defenders in the Hemisphere.  Also, within the framework of the most recent regular sessions, human rights defenders had the chance to talk more informally with the Unit for Defenders of Human Rights.  This was a very useful opportunity for the community of defenders to express their needs, helping to create fluid and informal channels of communication between the defenders and the IACHR.
Another of the Unit's functions is to coordinate the information that the IACHR used to receive before the Unit was established but which generally was dispersed according to the country from which the information originated.

One of the most important activities that the Unit has developed has been the permanent contact established with the Special Representative of the UN Secretary-General on Human Rights Defenders, Mrs. Hina Jilani.

Before the creation of the Unit, the Commission lawyers who now form part of the Unit, met with support staff from Mrs. Jilani's office and established the basis for developing cooperation.  This mechanism has been taking form, strengthened by a meeting in October 2001 when Mrs. Jilani visited the Commission.
Cooperation activities began with the exchange of information, in particular on concrete situations of threats, assassinations etc., affecting human rights defenders in different countries, as of December 2001.

Currently, the Unit for Defenders is initiating a study on the situation of human rights defenders in the Americas.

As a part of this study, all OAS member states, along with different civil society organizations, have been sent a questionnaire on the situation of human rights defenders in the Hemisphere.

The main aim of the study is to identify those problems that, directly or indirectly, impede or frustrate the work of persons, groups or organizations that protect and promote basic rights. 

The study seeks to examine the measures that states have adopted, given the different problems facing human rights defenders in the Hemisphere.

At the same time, the study will contain an analysis of the obligations that states have with respect to defenders, in view of what the American Declaration, the American Convention, the resolutions of the General Assembly and the Declaration say about the rights and duties of individuals, groups, and institutions to promote and protect human rights and basic, universally recognized freedoms.
The Commission has requested states to reply to the questionnaire within a month.  I would like to thank you all for your help in this matter.  I would also like to stress the importance of the information that you send back to the IACHR in carrying out this report.  It will allow us to provide a complete analysis of the situation facing human rights defenders in the region, as well as to establish the best practice among the states of the region in this respect.
Once again, the Commission thanks you for your collaboration and for helping to create a space for dialogue between the IACHR and the organs of the system.
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