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[3 March 1993]

ENHANCING COMMUNICATIONS METHODS, PANDORA’S BOX:
"WAYS AND MEANS" SUGGESTIONS FOR THE COMMISSION

1. Three years ago, 36 NGOs submitted a substantive written statement
(E/CN.4/1990/WG.3/WP.5) to the Commission under item 11 and 11 (a). This was
pertinent and timely then as unprecedented changes had taken place during the
preceding year in the whole field of human rights, changes which were creating
unparalleled expectations for hundreds of millions whose human rights had been
consistently denied. It was inevitable that there would be greater demands
for the application of human rights norms; and, ipso facto , a better
coordinating role by the Centre for Human Rights in providing information and
more responsive communications was desirable.

2. The diverse roles and activities carried out by the Centre for Human
Rights are now generally recognized to be a key factor in the aims of the
United Nations to promote and protect human rights worldwide, a goal which
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will be enhanced by the activities of the World Campaign and the World
Conference on Human Rights in June. Commission resolutions 1992/38, 1992/53
and 1992/54 are relevant.

3. Since 1990, the need to create and promote a pragmatic approach toward a
fuller comprehension of human rights - in a form that is easily communicable
and comprehensible - has increased, as more and more people and groups seek to
know about their inherent rights and fundamental freedoms. The increasing
necessity to devise an effective system to monitor the effective
implementation and fulfilment of the International Bill of Human Rights, other
treaty obligations and an ever-widening range of data is becoming more and
more complex. As the scope of human rights activities become more extensive
and time-sensitive, the importance of a suitably-developed system for the
overall coordination of many of the Centre’s activities will become an urgent
necessity.

4. It is desirable to seek newer forms of communications, especially in the
provision of some form of an "on-demand retrievable" system in a readily
usable form that would be both economical and expedient. The implementation
of such a capability will greatly improve the overall utilization of the
enormous amount of existing information (now in storage) by key opinion and
decision makers and by researchers. This also would have an added advantage
in enhancing the accessibility and the visibility of the work of the Centre;
and of enhancing the Centre itself as a dynamic international body.

5. With the ever-changing international political and social climate, there
is increasing demand for the United Nations to be more responsive and to act
more decisively. In this context, the modernization and the systematization
of the roles of information and communications at the Centre for Human Rights
(cf. recent developments in this field at the ICRC) is fundamental,
particularly if one bears in mind that it is recognized by the world’s leading
enterprises that improved utilization of information and communications is
today a key to any successful transnational body.

6. This modernization and systematization should go hand in hand with the
Secretary-General’s proposed reforms of the United Nations, announced during
1992, and his comments made subsequent to the recent publication of the report
prepared by Mr. Dick Thornburgh, former Under-Secretary-General for
Administration.

* * *

7. The report of the Secretary-General (E/CN.4/1993/29) on the Development
of public information activities in the field of human rights, including the
World Public Information Campaign for Human Rights provides a most useful
recapitulation of which has been and is being done. It is a reminder of what
could still be done in this field - and heightens the dangers of those grave
pitfalls that must be avoided.

8. As pointed out by IFOR, in a statement on 15 September 1992 to the third
meeting of the Preparatory Committee for the World Conference, the Universal
Declaration of Human Rights must be accepted by States Parties as binding.
All efforts to introduce conflicting "Declarations" could open Pandora’s box,
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thereby releasing not only distempers, but restricting mankind’s "hope" that
accepted international norms will remain intact to guarantee fundamental human
rights worldwide.

9. The dangers of these alternative and conflicting "Declarations" are
becoming more and more perceptible and are frequently raised at the
Commission. The provisional outgoing Chairman, Ambassador Sirous Nasseri of
the Islamic Republic of Iran, providing us with a noteworthy example in his
opening statement at the first meeting of the forty-ninth session on
1 February, which went unanswered (E/CN.4/1993/SR.1, paras. 5 and 6).

10. The same could be said of the statements delivered on 18 February
at the twenty-seventh meeting by the Sudanese Minister of Justice,
Abdelaziz Abdalla Shido and the Deputy of the Iranian President,
Ataollah Mohajerani, both of whom referred implicitly to "cultural
relativism", using similar arguments to those advanced at the September 1992
Djakarta Conference of the 108 Non-Aligned Countries.

11. Prior to this, a new Islamic Declaration of Human Rights was adopted in
Cairo on 5 August 1990 by the foreign ministers of 45 countries, within the
framework of the Organization of the Islamic Conference (OIC). Fortunately,
this Cairo Declaration was not approved at the December 1991 reunion of Heads
of States, held in Dakar, Senegal - perhaps as a result, inter alia , of the
prior warning bells sounded by the International Commission of Jurists -
reiterated here at the forty-eighth session - that such a ratification would
provoke strongly negative implications worldwide. For a typical example of
the use of this "Islamic Declaration", see the "right of reply" of the
representative of Sudan on 2 March 1993 at the forty-eighth meeting of the
forty-ninth session of the Commission.

* * *

12. It sometimes happens that statements by NGOs concerning specific human
rights violations in certain countries cause grave umbrage to that State
(usually an undemocratic government), whose representative - in a perfunctory
and vituperative "right of reply" - often uses defamatory remarks against both
the non-governmental organization itself and the representative who delivered
the statement. This is not infrequent at both the Commission and the
Sub-Commission. In this respect, we refer you to a written statement on this
subject submitted to the forty-fourth session by several NGOs
(E/CN.4/1988/NGO.24).

13. On 22 February, a representative of IFOR (David Littman) personally
delivered a letter to the Chairman, with IFOR’s statement of 19 February and a
copy of the verbatim "right of reply" in French (with an English translation)
pronounced on 19 February at the twenty-eighth meeting by the observer from
Algeria (Ambassador Abdelhamid Semichi). (Copies were circulated to all
members of the Commission).

14. The incident that occurred on that occasion was a classic example of
intimidation and defamation. Such a comportment is deplorable at a
United Nations forum and it would be desirable if the Chairman - within the
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framework of the "methods of work" of the Commission - could be authorized in
the future to admonish immediately, and rule out of order eventually, any
observer resorting to this tactic of argumentum ad hominem .

15. Faced with a similar situation five years ago at the forty-fourth
session, the Chairman of the Commission, Ambassador Alioune Sene of Senegal:

"... called upon all speakers to exercise moderation, courtesy and
tolerance in their statements and to avoid all forms of intimidation and
defamation (so that our work may take place in an auspicious and serene
climate)." (E/CN.4/1988/SR.39 and verbatim recording and
interpretation.)

16. This wise advice has unfortunately not been heeded, but it should become
a golden rule at all United Nations forums, where Parliamentary procedures
should become axiomatic. IFOR is confident that a satisfactory solution will
be found by the Chairman and the Bureau regarding this matter - before the end
of the forty-ninth session. Hopefully, the Commission will take a decision so
that a new "rule" may be applied systematically at future sessions.

-----


