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The Challenge for the Human Rights Movement after Vi-

enna 

A s the International Human Rights Movement approach-

es 50, it has entered a third distinct stage in its devel-

opment1.  The first stage occurred at the end of World 

War II with the formation of the United Nations Organization.  A key 

goal of the United Nations is of course to promote human rights.  

Member nations agreed to be bound by international instruments on 

human rights.  The Universal Declaration on Human Rights (1948) was 

the beginning of this process. 

The second stage in the development of human rights was the rise of the 

international monitors, the first being Amnesty International (in 1961).  

Others include the Lawyers Committee, Human Rights Watch, Article 19, 

Interrights, the International Human Rights Law Group, etc.  Posner says 

that these International Non-Governmental Organizations (INGO'S) have 

pressed for a more open agenda, for increased participation by a wide 

range of NGO'S at United Nations' Fora and for the United Nations to 

place a higher premium on human rights issues. 

The third and, perhaps, most crucial stage in the development of the hu-

man rights movement was the explosion of national human rights NGO'S 

around the world.  The national NGO movement is central to human 

rights promotion and protection.  The reason is quite simple.  It is on the 

ground and in the immediate vicinity to inspect, investigate, and monitor 

compliance by Governments with domestic and international human 

rights instruments.  A key issue in Vienna, was how to support national 

NGO'S because most of them were new and so had varying levels of re-

sources at their disposal, including different levels of expertise, training, 

political sophistication, financial support and access to international in-

stitutions and the news media.1 

The other theme that was pursued (in Vienna, that is) was guaranteeing 

the right of national NGOs to operate.  This was and remains a very im-
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portant issue because, in a number of countries, human rights work is 

deliberately hampered by the authorities.  Many Governments resent 

NGO work and, therefore, seek to limit criticism of their actions.  In prac-

tice, measures often used to limit the space available for NGO work are 

constraints on their ability to meet, to hold public demonstrations or ral-

lies, or to publish and disseminate their findings.  Some Governments 

seek to control their effectiveness by placing restrictions on fund-raising 

and the receipt of technical support.  Some extreme measures include 

detention and violent attacks against individual members.  So, a critically 

important challenge, for us all, is to continue to strengthen national 

NGO's. 

Amnesty International, in a detailed proposal to the Vienna Conference, 

explored new vistas for improving the protection of human rights.  One 

of the proposals called for the establishment of a United Nations Special 

Commissioner for Human Rights whose Office would function as a new 

high level political authority with the capacity for speedy and independ-

ent action in urgent situations.  One happy result after Vienna was the 

appointment of Joe Ayalla Lasso as the first United Nations High Commis-

sioner for Human Rights.  Mr. Ayalla has established a Human rights Hot-

line, a 24 hours fax service that allows the Center for Human Rights in 

Geneva to monitor and react rapidly to human rights emergencies.2  The 

United Nations human rights programme identifies five interactive issues 

as part of the new steps being taken to implement the Declaration and 

Programme of Action adopted in Vienna: 

1. Human rights emergency situations; 

2. Developing situations that may require preventive action by the High 

Commissioner; 

3. Investigative missions by special rapporteurs or working groups; 

4. Follow-up action by the High Commissioner to recommendations 

made by special rapporteurs and working groups; 

5. Implementation efforts, including the work of treaty-based bodies 

and the provision of advisory services and technical assistance to 

United Nations Member States 

 

The United Nations cannot do it alone.  We too need to continue to play 

a role; be it fact-finding, advocacy or lobby work, litigating, teaching, re-

searching, documenting, empowering etc.  In a word, we must all contin-

ue in our different ways to be part of the information family. 

Huridocs notes that information can be one of the most potent weapons 

in the battle against human rights abuses.  The founding President, the 

late Martin Ennals, noted that: 
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“....  Information on all aspects of human rights is essential to the 

universal protection and promotion of human rights.  The rapid in-

crease of interest in human rights coincides with the rapid develop-

ment of information technology.  Unless a common pool of human 

rights information is evolved, valuable information will be wasted ... 

standards and codes agreed between governments will not become 

known and their implementation will not be monitored."3 

The challenge facing us all today is how to consolidate on the gains of 

Vienna.  As we all know and to quote the International Human Rights 

Internship Program: 

"Human rights work has become very complex, and this is true 

whether an organization is operating at the national, regional, or in-

ternational level.  As the work has become more complex, NGOs 

have had to master a growing body of knowledge and skills.  In the 

area of knowledge, this includes (but is not limited to): 

1. The historical and philosophical origins of human rights, including 

differing perceptions of human rights based on cultural and other 

factors; 

2. International standards and national laws relating to the protec-

tion of human rights; 

3. The scope and procedures of existing international and regional 

mechanisms and national institutions established to protect human 

rights." 

Quite how well we have done and what is undone and left to be done 

may remain an open question for a long time yet. 

The task for us all in this movement is that a lot more organising needs 

to be done if human rights violations will diminish.  Allow me therefore 

to take this opportunity to thank the NGO human rights congress for 

their initiative to invite us all to Uppsala and to thank the Law Faculty for 

hosting us to what I am sure will be a very stimulating time. 

And hopefully, we will add a new step in the increasingly incremental 

process of human rights construction. 
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