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1. On 9 July 2020, the Special Rapporteur took part in a webinar entitled ‘Debating
Challenges on Minority Protection’, organised by the Tom Lantos Institute, in cooperation
with the Human Rights Consortium at the University of London and other organisations. The
webinar focussed on the interrelationship between conflicts, minority rights and the
promotion of inclusiveness and stability.

2. On 21 July 2020, he participated in a webinar on “Keeping the Faith in Times of Hate:
The Practical Utility of Human Rights” co-hosted by Religions for Peace, UN Human Rights
and the Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination Against Women,
raising the implications of COVID-19 for minorities who simultaneously face an increase in
hate speech in social media. On 21 July 2020, the Special Rapporteur also addressed a
webinar organised by the OSCE Transnational Threats Department’s Strategic Police Matters
Unit in collaboration with the OSCE High Commissioner on National Minorities entitled
“Towards resilient and cohesive societies: community policing to prevent and combat human
trafficking” where he spoke on the particular vulnerability to trafficking of minority women
and girls.

3. On 31 July 2020, the UN Special Rapporteur gave the keynote addresses at the plenary
session of the Unrepresented Peoples Organisation (UNPQO) General Assembly on the impact
of COVID-19 on minorities and indigenous peoples worldwide.

4, On 11 August 2020, the Special Rapporteur in the webinar celebrating International
Youth Day organised by the National Youth Council of Moldova, in cooperation with the
Youth Platform of Interethnic Solidarity of Moldova and former UN Minority Fellows
Programme.

5. On 31 August 2020, he gave an online lecture to students in the Human Rights
programme at Vesalius College in Brussels on his mandate on minority issues and the
protection of minority rights in international law.

6. On 10 September 2020, the Special Rapporteur spoke on ‘Inequalities,
disenfranchisement and frailty: fault lines in global human rights protection and challenges
faced by minorities’ during a webinar session of the online international Conference on
Global Justice, Rule of Law and Human Rights on Pandemic Perspectives, organised by the
Research Group Culture, Law and Society of the State University of Maranhao, Brazil.

7. On 14 September 2020, the Special Rapporteur participated in a webinar on “Situation
of Human Rights Violation of Dalits in Nepal and Role of the International Community”.

8. On 21 and 22 September 2020, the Special Rapporteur participated in his mandate’s
two-day online regional forum for Europe on hate speech, social media and minorities. More
than 200 experts, state, human rights and minority representatives participated in the event
during four panels looking more closely to the vastly disproportionate, and growing, targeting
and scapegoating of minorities in social media for hate and incitement to violence and
discrimination.

9. On 23 September 2020, Dr de Varennes gave the plenary presentation for the World
Federation of the Deaf webinar and annual meeting for the International Day of Sign
Languages. The Special Rapporteur addressed the language rights of users of sign languages
as members of linguistic minorities.

10.  On 25 September 2020, the Special Rapporteur gave the keynote speech for the 2020
Symposium on French and the Law organised by Massey College at the University of
Toronto, on equity and access to education and the legal system.

11.  On 8 October 2020, the Special Rapporteur participated online with discussions with
and a presentation to students in the Global Minority Rights Summer School 2020 organised
by the Tom Lantos Institute in Budapest.

12. On19and 20 October 2020, the Special Rapporteur participated in his mandate’s two-
day online regional forum for Asia-Pacific on hate speech, social media and minorities. Some
200 experts, state, human rights and minority representatives participated in the event during
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four panels looking more closely to the vastly disproportionate, and growing, targeting and
scapegoating of minorities in social media for hate and incitement to violence and
discrimination.

13.  On 23 October 2020, the Special Rapporteur participated in the annual meeting of the
European Language Equality Network Steering Committee Plus and discussed on the
pandemic and minority languages, as well as the conclusions and recommendations of his
2019 mission report to Spain.

14. On 26 October 2020, the Special Rapporteur made introductory remarks and
participated in the online conference “Minority Protection and Ethnic Groups’ Rights in
Central and Central Eastern Europe” organised by the Federal Union of European
Nationalities and the Cultural Foundation of German Expellees for Science and Research
(Kulturstiftung der deutschen Vertriebenen fur Wissenschaft und Forschung).

15.  On 12 November 2020, the Special Rapporteur participated in the online consultation
on anti-Muslim hatred online and Islamophobia organised by his colleague, the Special
Rapporteur on freedom of religion or beliefs.

16.  On 18 November 2020, the Special Rapporteur participated in Mexico’s National
Transparency Week in an international conference on “Public Health and Transparency, the
Importance of Public Information to Face Sanitary Crises” organised by the Mexican
National Institute for Transparency, Access to Information and Personal Data Protection.

17. On 19 and 20 November 2020, the Special Rapporteur guided the 13th Forum on
Minority Issues, held virtually this year exceptionally because of the pandemic on the theme
of Hate Speech, Social Media and Minorities. Some 300 participants discussed during four
panels the most significant areas of concern in relation to hate speech, social media and
minorities, including on the causes, scale and impact of hate speech targeting minorities in
social media, the international legal and institutional framework, the regulation of online hate
speech, the role and responsibility of intergovernmental organisations, States, internet
companies and social media platforms; and positive initiatives to address online hate speech.

18.  On 8 December 2020, the Special Rapporteur made introductory remarks at the
presentation of the results of the Justice and Social Equality Programme of the OHCHR
Regional Office for Central Asia in collaboration with the Government of the Republic of
Kyrgyzstan as well as the support of the European Union and the United Nations Peace Fund.
He also on the same day participated online in an expert panel on discrimination in the justice
system during the regional dialogue for the Latin America and Caribbean region on
Promoting and Protecting the Rights of People of African Descent and their Communities in
the Context of COVID-19 and Implementing the International Decade for People of African
Descent, the Montevideo Consensus on Population and Development and the 2030 Agenda.

19.  On 15 December 2020, the Special Rapporteur made the closing remarks and was
presented the recommendations for the advocacy training workshop held online and in
Baghdad on the preservation and protection of minority languages in Iraq organised by the
JSSOR Youth Organization with the support of the United Nations Assistance Mission in
Irag and the OHCHR.

20.  On 23 December 2020, the Special Rapporteur participated in the webinar entitled
“Covid-19: | am minority do I matter?”, organised by the Swedish Institute Network of
Future Global Leaders Malmé.

21. The Special Rapporteur also intervened in various capacities, including in an
intervention to the Facebook Oversight Board in relation to its first 6 cases, three of which
concerned hate speech and had some relation to minority issues. He drew special attention to
the need to incorporate a minority rights approach and retain focus on the overarching aim
of protecting vulnerable and marginalised groups which are in most cases minorities.

22.  The Special Rapporteur also conducted numerous media interviews concerning his
mandate and minority rights issues globally.
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Hate Speech, Social Media and Minorities: sample
guestionnaire and list of contributors

Sample questionnaire

Call for Submissions by 30 November 2020

In accordance with his mandate pursuant to Human Rights Council resolution 34/6, the
Special Rapporteur on minority issues, Dr. Fernand de Varennes, will present a thematic
report at the 46th Session of the UN Human Rights Council, which will provide a detailed
analysis and highlight the issue of “Hate speech, social media and minorities”. Previously, in
his first report to the UN Human Rights Council in March 2018, the Special Rapporteur
identified the issue of ‘hate speech’, xenophobic rhetoric and incitement to hatred against
minorities as one of the thematic priorities of his mandate. In this regard, his report to the
Human Rights Council will build and further expand upon the work carried out by his
predecessors on this particular area (see report A/HRC/28/64), as well as the contributions
by other human rights mechanisms and the work done by civil society in this field.

Inspired by the Rabat Plan of Action, the Beirut Declaration and its 18 commitments on
“Faith for Rights” and the 2019 launch by the Secretary-General of the UN Strategy and Plan
of Action on Hate Speech, the present report will refer to the global discussions on ‘hate
speech’ and incitement to discrimination, hostility or violence through social media and will
highlight the significance of the promotion and protection of the human rights of minorities,
whilst respecting the right of freedom of expression.

Context

Across the world, discriminatory practices and hateful messages serve to stigmatize and vilify
those perceived to be the “other”, the “foreigner” or the “one who does not belong”. Most of
those targeted by these messages are minorities — overwhelmingly so. Disaggregated data in
some countries suggest that perhaps three-quarters or more of hate speech, for example, target
ethnic, religious or linguistic minorities. ‘An ethnic, religious or linguistic minority is any
group of persons which constitutes less than half of the population in the entire territory of a
State whose members share common characteristics of culture, religion or language, or a
combination of any of these. A person can freely belong to an ethnic, religious or linguistic
minority without any requirement of citizenship, residence, official recognition or any other
status’ according to the concept adopted in the UN Special Rapporteur’s 2019 annual report
to the UN General Assembly.

Expressions of hate and discrimination are increasingly present in certain political agendas
and discourses and can contribute to a climate of fear amongst individuals and communities.
They can at times also create a climate of rejection, exclusion and even scapegoating,
threatening societal values and undermining the respect of human dignity and the protection
of human rights. A state’s international obligations are thus central in any effort to address
the direct challenges to and even rejection of the fundamental values at the core of the United
Nations’ human rights’ architecture.

In the digital age, internet companies and social media platforms present opportunities for
the online expression, association, participation and empowerment for members of ethnic,
religious and linguistic minorities around the world, as well as for advocacy for the protection
and promotion of their human rights. However, it has become increasingly obvious that there
have also been numerous and flagrant examples of social media platforms being exploited to
spread hatred, unfounded and stigmatizing rumours, fostering a climate of insecurity and
animosity, and in the most extreme cases, leading to violence against members of minorities.
Thus, while platforms offer members of minorities expanding opportunities for generating,
framing and sharing information and reporting on issues that affect these individuals and
groups, the same platforms can also host online ‘hate speech’, including incitement to
discrimination, hostility or violence against those perceived as “others”, mainly members of
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minorities. In extreme cases, they can even be used to propagate calls for genocide against
minorities. Thus, unregulated online expressions of hate can increase the chances of human
rights violations taking place offline against some of the most marginalised segments of
society.

At the same time, some internet companies are responding to pressure to remove online
content that is deemed harmful. This can occur through the imposition of intermediary
liability, the application of filters, as well automated tools. Some companies have also set
their own content standards in this regard. Frequently, however, these measures have the
purpose or effect of unlawfully, illegitimately and unnecessarily restricting the exercise of
human rights — especially freedom of opinion and expression — online and operate in the
absence of any meaningful oversight mechanisms. Furthermore, such measures may have a
disproportionate impact upon or even target individuals from marginalised groups,
particularly persons belonging to minorities (as well as political opponents, critics, and
human rights defenders), while limiting the possibilities for information-sharing, awareness-
raising and advocacy for civil society organisations, human rights defenders and
representatives of persons belonging to minorities. Moreover, companies’ and social media
platforms’ online content moderation policies can lack transparency and any precise and
meaningful basis in international human rights standards, raising the possibilities that the
decisions made by these actors undermine the human rights of individuals, including those
belonging to minority groups.

Thus, the fundamental, two-pronged concern first raised by the Rabat Plan of Action in
October 2012 (A/HRC/22/17/Add.4) — that members of minorities are effectively persecuted
through the abuse of vague domestic legislation, jurisprudence and policies on ‘hate speech’,
whereas actual incidents which meet the threshold of incitement to discrimination, hostility
or violence under international human rights law are not addressed — has become an even
more pressing issue at the beginning of the new decade, one that requires effective and urgent
responses from States, social media platform owners, and other stakeholders which are based
on international human rights law and standards.

Freedom of expression and the essential communication tools and services provided by or
dependent on an open and accessible internet must be protected, as minorities and others who
are marginalised or vulnerable must be protected from hate speech, incitement to
discrimination, hostility or violence, and even calls to genocide.

Call for submissions

In accordance with the established practice of thematic mandate-holders, the Special
Rapporteur welcomes inputs by States, UN agencies, regional and international
organizations, national human rights institutions, civil society, scholars and research
institutions, private companies including those from the ICT sector, and others who may wish
to submit for this purpose. Such submissions may include, for instance, recommendations,
evidence and case studies. The following questions are intended to guide submissions:

1. Please provide annual disaggregated data since 2017 if possible on hate speech in
social media, and in particular hate speech targeting minorities (national or ethnic, religious
and linguistic minorities). Please additionally indicate whether there are future plans to
include specifically disaggregated data on hate speech targeting minorities, considering that
in most countries, the victims of hate speech on social media are usually members of
minorities.

2. Please identify the mechanisms and processes in place to remove, penalise or address
hate speech in social media targeting minorities. Please also specify and include any studies
or reports assessing their implementation and effectiveness.

3. Please provide (legal and non-legal) examples of good practices of appropriate
responses developed by States, internet companies, civil society and other relevant
stakeholders to address online ‘hate speech’, including incitement to discrimination, hostility
or violence, against persons belonging to minorities. Please include assessments, if any, on
the effectiveness of these examples.
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4. Please identify legal, institutional and policy challenges to address online ‘hate
speech’, particularly incitement to discrimination, hostility or violence, on social media
against minorities, as well as how specifically is it being addressed so as not to infringe
freedom of expression.

5. Please identify good practices to strengthen the participation of persons belonging to
minorities and their representatives in the development of laws and policies dealing with hate
speech and social media, including their representation in advisory or other similar bodies,
as well as their participation in national and other forums on online ‘hate speech’ and the
promotion of diversity.

6. Please provide examples of trainings or other initiatives to strengthen partnerships
among various stakeholders and to build their capacity to address ‘hate speech’ against
minorities specifically, especially incitement to discrimination, hostility or violence on social
media platforms.

List of contributors

States:

Azerbaijan, Croatia, Colombia, Cyprus, Greece, Guatemala, Hungary, India, Italy, Kenya,
Kyrgyzstan, Latvia, Lebanon, Mexico, Poland, Portugal, Qatar, Singapore, Slovenia,
Switzerland and the European Union

International and Regional Organizations:

UNESCO

National Human Rights Institutions:

Australian Human Rights Commission

Comision de Derechos Humanos de la Ciudad de México
Commission nationale des droits de I’homme Togo
Czech Public Defender of Rights

Defensoria del Pueblo de la Nacién de Argentina
Ombudsperson of Azerbaijan

Office of the Croatian Ombudsman

Slovak National Centre for Human Rights

Civil society organizations and Academia:

Anhad

Baha’i International Community

Citizens against Hate

National Christian Evangelical Alliance of Sri Lanka (NCEASL)
Rights for Peace

RyangOk Ku and other lawyers in Japan

University of Minnesota
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