
PROTECTING THOSE WHO PROTECT HUMAN RIGHTS: 
Opportunities and Risks  
for Action at the UN 
Helen Nolan

MARCH 2022

 
Strengthening Human 
Rights Project

Protecting Civilians in 
Conflict Program 

ISSUE BRIEF

INTERNATIONAL  
ORDER & CONFLICT



ii

© 2022 The Henry L. Stimson Center  

The Stimson Center 
1211 Connecticut Ave, NW, 8th Floor 
Washington, DC 20036 
https://www.stimson.org/
communications@stimson.org 
202.223.5956

COVER  Singers wearing hats advocating 
“No Torture” line up before performing 
at a Human Rights Day event outside of 

Mogadishu Central Prison in Somalia.  
UN Photo/Tobin Jones

Report designed by Dena Verdesca 



iii

TABLE OF CONTENTS

About the Stimson Center	 1

About the Program	 1

About the Author	 1

Scope, Methodology, and Acknowledgments	 2

1.	 Introduction	 2

2.	 Trends in the Situation of Human Rights Defenders	 3

3.	 Member State and UN Efforts to Protect Human Rights Defenders	 4

Member States	 5

United Nations	 6

Special Rapporteur on Human Rights Defenders	 7

4.	 State Commitments to Protect Human Rights Defenders	 8

Key Instruments	 8

Key Commitments	 8

	 a)	Overview of Commitments	 8

	 b)	Applying State Commitments to Specific Groups of Defenders and Particular Contexts	 11

5.	 Opportunities to Strengthen Commitments on Human Rights Defender Protection	 12

Risks	 12

Opportunities	 18

6.	 Conclusion	 15

Definitions of Key Terms	 16

Endnotes	 17



1
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SCOPE, METHODOLOGY, AND ACKNOWLEDGMENTS
 
This issue brief defines human rights defenders and describes their important role, then gives a simple 
introduction to the challenges defenders face as a result of their work. It also sets out some of the key efforts 
made by United Nations (UN) member states, the UN Special Rapporteur on the situation of human rights 
defenders, and the UN system in relation to the recognition and protection of human rights defenders. The brief 
provides a concise overview of key UN instruments and state commitments and obligations in this sphere, and 
concludes by highlighting two risks for states seeking to engage in UN action on human rights defenders, and 
proposing three opportunities for such engagement. The brief aims to offer a starting point for states and other 
stakeholders considering avenues at the international level to create safer and more enabling environments for the 
defense of human rights. 

This issue brief does not seek to provide a comprehensive analysis of emerging trends in threats against human 
rights defenders; best practices in recognizing and protecting defenders, state commitments, and obligations; 
or the full range of factors that stakeholders should take into account when considering how to advance human 
rights defender issues at the UN. 
 
The brief was informed by desk-based research, three interviews, and a closed-door expert workshop. The author 
and the Stimson Center offer thanks to the experts who shared insights that informed this analysis or who 
provided suggestions to improve the brief, including Martin Jones, Theresa McEvoy, and Madeleine Sinclair. 
This project was undertaken with funding support from the United Kingdom’s Foreign, Commonwealth and 
Development Office. Further thanks go to the participants of the closed-door expert workshop, “Creating a Safe 
and Enabling Environment for Human Rights Defenders: Bridging the Gap Between Multilateral Commitments 
and State Implementation,” held on February 16, 2022, by the Stimson Center and the Permanent Mission of the 
United Kingdom to the United Nations. Any errors are the responsibility of the author.

 

1.	 INTRODUCTION 

Human rights defenders are people who, individually and in association with others, act to promote, protect, or 
strive for the protection and realization of human rights and fundamental freedoms through peaceful means.1  
They gather data on issues that would otherwise be ignored, provide analyses of government policies and 
legislation, and propose solutions to address policy and implementation gaps. Defenders support and empower 
victims to access justice, and foster dialogue and mediate between governments or businesses and affected 
communities. These advocates expose and work to end human rights violations, and to promote good governance, 
transparency, and the rule of law. As a result of this work and many more activities they undertake, human rights 
defenders are recognized as essential actors in the fulfilment of human rights and the achievement of the UN 2030 
Agenda for Sustainable Development.2 

“Human rights defenders do not heroically stand in front of or apart from the rest of us; they are each 
of us and among us, they are ourselves, our parents, our siblings, our neighbours, our friends and 
colleagues, and our children.”3  
– UN Special Rapporteur on the situation of human rights defenders Michel Forst

Despite the vital role of human rights defenders in the achievement of these goals, from 2015 to 2019, the United 
Nations (UN) recorded at least 1,940 killings and 106 enforced disappearances of human rights defenders,4 
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journalists, and trade unionists across 81 countries, with more than half the killings occurring in Latin America 
and the Caribbean.5 Those seeking to promote human rights confront great challenges in their work, particularly 
in a context where 117 of 197 countries are reported to have “serious civic space restrictions.”6 In addition to 
threats to their lives, human rights defenders regularly face detention, enforced disappearance, surveillance, 
criminalization, and other grave risks as a result of, and with the aim of hindering, their work. Some defenders are 
at heightened risk; for example, Front Line Defenders found that 69 percent of the advocates they recorded  
as killed in 2020 worked on land, indigenous peoples’, and environmental rights, and 28 percent worked on 
women’s rights.7 

Recognizing these obstacles and the important role that human rights defenders play, the UN General Assembly 
adopted the Declaration on Human Rights Defenders in 1998.8 Although the term “human rights defender” is not 
used in the Declaration, its definition is drawn from the activities described in that document. The instrument sets 
out the rights of every person to undertake such activities,9 and the state responsibilities to protect those rights.10 

There have been consistent state efforts, including at the General Assembly, the UN Human Rights Council, and 
the UN Security Council, to build upon the Declaration and strengthen the framework for a safe and enabling 
environment for the defense of human rights. However, human rights defenders in many countries continue 
to face grave and complex challenges, including threats to their lives, as a result of their peaceful activities. 
This brief examines possibilities for further state action at the UN to increase the safety and security of human 
rights defenders. It outlines major trends, gives an overview of UN efforts, and sets out key instruments and 
state commitments in relation to human rights defenders. It then explores key risks and opportunities for 
strengthening UN action, offering recommendations for member states to advance this agenda and better ensure 
that human rights defenders everywhere are able to freely and safely undertake their vital work. 

2. TRENDS IN THE SITUATION OF HUMAN RIGHTS DEFENDERS
 
In 2021, Civicus stated that 88.5 percent of the world’s population lived in countries the organization rated as 
“closed, repressed, or obstructed.”11 Those seeking to promote human rights in these contexts consequently 
face great obstacles in their work. The UN reported that 331 people seeking to promote human rights were killed 
across 32 countries in 2020 alone.12 The UN Special Rapporteur on human rights defenders emphasizes that 
underreporting is common,13 so the numbers of killings are likely to be much higher.

Similar to previous years, Front Line Defenders reported that in 2020 the most common other violations against 
human rights defenders were detentions or arrests, legal action, other harassment, raids or break-ins, smear 
campaigns, and torture or ill-treatment.14 Surveillance and threats were not cited, as “the vast majority of HRDs 
experience these violations on an ongoing basis.”15 In addition, the law is frequently used as a weapon against 
human rights defenders, with advocates facing trumped-up charges ranging from terrorism to tax evasion, from 
spreading fake news to trespass.16 Finally, many human rights defenders face digital risks, such as online threats, 
social media account hacking, and phone surveillance.17 The nature of targeting of human rights defenders varies 
between geographic regions, and threats and harassment are directed at defenders themselves, their families, their 
colleagues, or their communities.

In reports and communications with states, the mandate of the UN Special Rapporteur on the situation of 
human rights defenders has joined civil society observers in identifying groups that – often due to intersecting 
elements of identity, such as gender, ethnicity, faith, and sexual orientation – are frequently at increased risk 
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when they engage in peaceful activities to promote human rights. Such individuals often come from marginalized 
communities and can also face specific kinds of threats or impacts. These groups include human rights defenders 
who are women,18 indigenous,19 and lesbian, gay, bisexual and trans (LGBT);20 defenders of the rights of people on 
the move;21 those defending land and environmental rights and working on issues of human rights and business;22 
defenders working to combat corruption;23 as well as human rights defenders operating in conflict and post-
conflict situations.24 

Human rights violations against human rights defenders can be committed by state actors, such as government 
representatives, law enforcement officials, or the military. Non-state actors (e.g., criminal groups or businesses) 
can also target defenders, with states unable or unwilling to take action to prevent these incidents or practices.

“Attacks, including killings of human rights defenders, often come in a context of structural violence and 
inequality, including in societies in conflict, and as the product of patriarchal, heteronormative systems. 
Threats and killings often happen when a context of negativity has been created around defenders 
generally, or around particular defenders. This can make them vulnerable to attacks.”25  
– UN Special Rapporteur on the situation of human rights defenders Mary Lawlor

The UN has underlined that acts of violence and discrimination are fueled by widespread impunity. With those 
responsible not being held to account, killings are more likely to continue.26 Weak institutions, corruption, lack 
of an independent judiciary, the absence of a differentiated approach to access to justice, and structural barriers 
such as the lack of access to public information, are some of the drivers of impunity.27 Fragile states in democratic 
transition that have ongoing armed conflicts or that are under occupation face additional challenges.28 The Special 
Rapporteur has found that to ensure access to justice, states must, inter alia, recognize the important role of 
defenders, conduct full and effective investigations, and hold those responsible to account.29 

The Special Rapporteur has highlighted that political will is essential to the protection of human rights defenders. 
States need this will to proactively build safe environments (including by removing legal and administrative 
barriers and practices that hinder defenders’ work) and to combat impunity. Without political will, the Special 
Rapporteur has noted, “any other action will be insufficient and possibly ineffective.”30 
 

3.  �MEMBER STATE AND UN EFFORTS TO PROTECT  
HUMAN RIGHTS DEFENDERS

Member States
After nearly two decades of negotiations,31 the Declaration on Human Rights Defenders32 was adopted by 
consensus at the General Assembly in 1998. The Declaration commits UN member states to safeguard the right 
of everyone to promote, protect, or strive for the protection and realization of human rights and fundamental 
freedoms through peaceful means. The instrument also recognizes the key role of human rights defenders in the 
realization of the rights enshrined in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and international human rights 
law treaties. The UN Special Rapporteur on the situation of human rights defenders has identified the Declaration 
as a paradigm shift “in the understanding of the human rights project: from a task accomplished mainly through 
the international community and States to one that belongs to every person and group within society.”33 Although 
many states supported the idea of the Declaration, it also faced strong opposition. 
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Negotiations on the Declaration on Human Rights Defenders and Beyond
Negotiations were very challenging during the lead-up to and following the presentation of the first draft 
of the Declaration by Canada and Norway in 1987. A key concern of those opposed to the text (in particular, 
Cuba, China, Syria, Mexico, and members of the ‘Eastern Bloc’) was state sovereignty. Some states argued that 
the instrument should not protect individuals who resisted the state (except in the context of colonialism or 
apartheid). They also held the position that human rights issues should only be dealt with between states at 
the international level, and by the state – not individuals – at the national level.34 Ultimately, the Declaration 
– described by civil society deeply involved in the process as the “absolute minimum” – was adopted by 
consensus, with 55 co-sponsors from all regions.35 However, shortly before adoption, Egypt led 26 countries 
(all in Asia and Africa, apart from Cuba) in submitting their own “declaration.”36 This document set out how 
these states considered that the Declaration on Human Rights Defenders should be interpreted, emphasized 
the primacy of national law over international principles, and noted the need to take into account the cultural, 
religious, economic, and social background of societies.37  

Such tensions have remained at the core of state efforts at the UN to strengthen protections for human rights 
defenders. States opposing resolutions on human rights defenders at the Third Committee and the Human Rights 
Council make arguments related to: 

 
•	� State sovereignty (in terms of states emphasizing national security and the prevention of resistance 

against the state, as well as the wish to affirm the primacy of national over international law); 
•	� The need for defenders to act in accordance with a country’s morals and customs;
•	� The importance of avoiding the creation of new rights (in the context, for example, of calling for the 

removal of references to specific groups of defenders); and 
•	 The very use and definition of the term “human rights defender.” 

Reaffirming the contents of the Declaration, the member states have adopted six resolutions focused solely 
on human rights defenders at the General Assembly and four at the Human Rights Council since 2010.38 In 
addition, many other resolutions make reference to defenders and civic space.39 The defender-specific resolutions 
are examined in more detail in the next section, and all but two of the 10 passed by consensus.40 In recent 
years, the Security Council has also given attention to the roles played and risks faced by women human rights 
defenders in the context of the women, peace, and security agenda.41 

UN Resolutions on Human Rights Defenders 
These resolutions are led by Norway, with the support of a core group of supportive states and civil society. 
They have been brought every two years at the Third Committee and every three years at the March session 
of the Human Rights Council. In terms of the negotiation process for each resolution, Norway identifies 
potential topics to be addressed and confirms which of these have the support of allied states. Norway also 
meets with civil society organizations who propose topics and express their goals for the resolution and what 
the text would incorporate. Norway then drafts the text and leads negotiations, including engagement with 
opposition states, consistently aiming to achieve a consensus document. The draft resolutions have been 
tabled with a varying number of co-sponsors (the most recent resolution had 85 co-sponsors at the General 
Assembly,42 and 72 at the Human Rights Council.)43
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YEAR	 RESOLUTION	 TOPIC
2021
	 76/174 GENERAL ASSEMBLY 	� Implementing the Declaration on Human Rights Defenders 

in the context of and recovery from the COVID-19 pandemic
2019
	 40/11 HUMAN RIGHTS COUNCIL	� Recognizing the contribution of environmental human rights 

defenders to the enjoyment of human rights, environmental 
protection and sustainable development

	 74/146 GENERAL ASSEMBLY 	 Implementing the Declaration on Human Rights Defenders
2017
	 72/247 GENERAL ASSEMBLY 	� Twentieth anniversary of the Declaration on Human Rights 

Defenders
2016
	 31/32 HUMAN RIGHTS COUNCIL 	� Protecting human rights defenders addressing economic, 

social and cultural rights
2015
	 70/161 GENERAL ASSEMBLY 	� Human rights defenders in the context of the Declaration 

Human Rights Defenders
2013
	 22/6 HUMAN RIGHTS COUNCIL 	 Protection of human rights defenders

	 68/181 GENERAL ASSEMBLY	� Promotion of the Declaration on the Human Rights 
Defenders: protecting women human rights defenders

2011
	 66/164 GENERAL ASSEMBLY 	 Promotion of the Declaration on Human Rights Defenders
2010
	 13/13 HUMAN RIGHTS COUNCIL 	 Protection of human rights defenders

United Nations
The UN Secretary-General, through his Call to Action for Human Rights44 and publication of the UN Guidance 
Note on the Protection and Promotion of Civic Space,45 has affirmed that the UN system should empower 
civil society, enhance civic space, and assist states to create safe and enabling environments for human rights 
defenders.46 The instruments also emphasize the importance of civic space in the successful implementation of 
the three pillars of the UN.

The UN has focused specific attention on reprisals and intimidation against human rights defenders cooperating 
or seeking to cooperate with its mechanisms. Between 2010 and 2020, the Secretary-General documented a total 
of 709 such cases or situations.47 UN bodies address48 and draw attention to this issue regularly,49 including through 
General Assembly and Human Rights Council resolutions,50 and an open debate and an Arria-formula meeting of 
the Security Council.51 Since 2012, the Secretary-General has reported annually to the Human Rights Council, and in 
2016, the Secretary-General designated the Assistant Secretary-General for Human Rights to lead the efforts within 
the UN system to address the increase in reprisals. The Assistant Secretary-General engages the UN, member states, 
and other stakeholders, and advises the Secretary-General and the High Commissioner on Human Rights on how to 
strengthen UN-wide action for prevention of, protection against, investigation into, and accountability for reprisals.
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The UN High Commissioner for Human Rights, currently Michelle Bachelet, and her Office (OHCHR) 
support the efforts of UN member states and the UN system related to human rights defender protection. The 
High Commissioner regularly refers to potential, past, or ongoing human rights violations against human rights 
defenders in her statements, reports, and engagement with individual states.52 The OHCHR seeks to: support 
opportunities to improve national civic space, while enhancing strategic responses to threats; strengthen good 
protection practices; raise the visibility and increase support for the work of defenders and influence the narrative 
regarding defenders and their work; monitor trends in civic space and the situation of human rights defenders; 
and mainstream civic space issues in the UN.53 In addition, the OHCHR is responsible for data collection and 
reporting on Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) Indicator 16.10.1 on the number of human rights defenders 
killed, kidnapped, or subjected to enforced disappearances, arbitrary detention, or torture.

SDG 16 and Human Rights Defenders
The situation of human rights defenders is a key element in assessing state achievement of SDG 16 on peace, 
justice, and strong institutions. Indicator 16.10.1 specifies the number of verified cases of killing, kidnapping, 
enforced disappearance, arbitrary detention, and torture of journalists, associated media personnel, trade 
unionists, and human rights advocates in the previous 12 months. While not providing a full picture of the 
context in which human rights defenders conduct their work, it provides an important snapshot. However, 
the ALLIED coalition (a civil society grouping) found that between 2015 and 2019, only 14 countries had 
reported any cases of violence against human rights defenders to the UN.54 Only three of the 162 countries 
that submitted Voluntary National Reviews during the period had indicated that at least one human rights 
defender had been killed or attacked,55 and 94 percent of countries did not report on this topic at all.56 

Special Rapporteur on Human Rights Defenders
The mandate of a UN expert focused on the issue of human rights defenders, now known as the Special 
Rapporteur on the situation of human rights defenders, was created by member states in 2000.57 The position 
is currently held by Mary Lawlor. The independent expert uses its very limited resources58 to provide technical 
assistance to states (as well as to civil society, national human rights institutions, businesses, and other relevant 
actors) regarding the recognition and protection of human rights defenders. The Special Rapporteur also holds 
these actors accountable to their commitments and obligations under international human rights law. 
The expert sends communications to states regarding allegations of human rights violations against defenders, 
as well as problematic laws and policies, and issues press releases on such situations. The Special Rapporteur 
also visits states,59 following government invitations, to report on situations in countries and to make 
recommendations for improvements. 

Mandate holders have highlighted global trends and challenges to the protection of human rights defenders, 
and drafted reports exploring long-standing and emerging issues of concern or groups of defenders most at risk. 
These topics include impunity for violations against human rights defenders; long-term detention, death threats, 
and killings of defenders; smear campaigns; and defenders working on business and human rights, land, and 
environmental issues.60 
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4.  �STATE COMMITMENTS TO PROTECT HUMAN RIGHTS  
DEFENDERS

 
This section looks more closely at state commitments to protect human rights defenders. It examines where and 
how state commitments have been made, gives an overview of what the state commitments are, and provides 
brief information and two examples of how UN resolutions have applied these commitments to specific groups of 
human rights defenders and to particular situations.

Key Instruments
State commitments to protect human rights defenders and create a safe and enabling environment for the 
promotion and protection of human rights are set out in several instruments. The primary document is the 
Declaration on Human Rights Defenders.61 The Declaration applies the existing state obligations under the 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights62 and the international human rights treaties63 to the issue of human 
rights defenders, identifying state duties in relation to the rights and responsibilities of defenders to promote and 
protect human rights. Adopted by consensus, it demonstrates the clear commitment of states to this topic. 

Since 2010, the General Assembly and the Human Rights Council have passed 10 resolutions focused solely on the 
issue of human rights defenders, further exploring the responsibilities of states and other stakeholders in these 
areas. Many other resolutions have reinforced these instruments and further elaborated upon state duties and 
commitments, including in specific country situations. These resolutions incorporate language on human rights 
defenders, emphasize the importance of protecting and promoting civic space and fundamental freedoms, and 
underline the need to prevent and respond to reprisals against human rights defenders cooperating or seeking to 
cooperate with the UN.64 

States have also indicated their commitment to the issue by maintaining an independent expert focused on 
the issue of human rights defenders, the Special Rapporteur, for 20 years.65 The Special Rapporteur has fleshed 
out the responsibilities of different actors, advanced understanding of international standards, and offered 
recommendations for action by states and others to create a safer and more enabling environment for human 
rights defenders. Many UN special procedures, such as the Special Rapporteur on the rights to freedom of 
peaceful assembly and of association,66 have also made detailed recommendations in these areas. Others have 
examined the situation of human rights defenders covered by their mandates, for example the Special Rapporteur 
on the rights of indigenous peoples.67

In relation to states’ duties under the conventions they have ratified, UN Treaty Bodies have regularly explored 
human rights defender issues in their jurisprudence, outlining state obligations and making recommendations 
to governments.68 States have echoed these conclusions in recommendations made and accepted under the 
Universal Periodic Review,69 and also in voluntary pledges made by candidates campaigning for Human Rights 
Council membership.70 

Key Commitments
a)  Overview of Commitments
The key obligations of states71 in relation to human rights defenders are articulated in the Declaration on Human 
Rights Defenders. At the core of that instrument is the duty to protect, promote, and implement all human 
rights. At the same time, the Declaration and subsequent resolutions recognize that the achievement of human 
rights is impossible without the contribution of human rights defenders.72 Moreover, the right to defend human 
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rights is recognized as an indispensable element in building and maintaining sustainable, open, and democratic 
societies.73  

It is in this context that states have the overarching duty to defend the rights of individuals (working alone 
or with others) to promote human rights in their countries and globally.74 This obligation requires taking 
all measures necessary to create a safe and enabling environment, online and offline, in which all human rights 
defenders can operate free from hindrance and insecurity.75  

The main obligations of states in relation to human rights defenders are set out in the table below, with some 
examples of how commitments have been elaborated upon.76 

Protect, promote, and implement all 
human rights77	

•  �Ensure all persons under a state’s jurisdiction are able to enjoy all social, economic, 
political, and other rights and freedoms in practice.78 

•  �Adopt legislative, administrative, and other steps needed to ensure effective 
implementation of rights and freedoms.79 

Core Duty/ 
Commitment

Defend the rights of individuals (working 
alone or with others) to promote human 
rights in their countries and globally80 

• �International instruments consider democracy and rule of law to be essential 
components for the creation of a safe environment for human rights defenders 
(HRDs), to safeguard civic space, and to combat impunity for violations committed 
against HRDs.81 

• �Monitor efforts taken to implement the Declaration,82 and strengthen data collection, 
analysis, and reporting on the situation of HRDs, including SDG Indicator 16.10.1.83 

• �Ensure legislation affecting HRD activities, and its application, is consistent with 
international human rights law,84 and that defenders’ work is not criminalized.85 

Recognize the important and legitimate 
role of human rights defenders86 	

• �Publicly acknowledge this role in national and local statements, laws, policies, and 
programs.87 

• �Publicly condemn violence, discrimination, intimidation, and reprisals against HRDs, 
avoid stigmatizing their work, and respect the independence of their organizations.88

Ensure and support the creation and 
development of independent national 
institutions (such as national human 
rights institutions [NHRIs])89 	

• �Support NHRIs90 to play their role in monitoring existing legislation, providing input 
on draft legislation, and consistently informing the state about its impact on the 
activities of HRDs.91 NHRIs and their members and staff may sometimes be in need of 
protection.92

State Duty to Protect and Promote Specific Rights in Relation to HRDs:
Form associations and nongovernmental 
organizations93 	

• �Ensure that any procedures governing the registration of civil society organizations 
are transparent, accessible, nondiscriminatory, expeditious, inexpensive, allow for 
the possibility to appeal and avoid requiring re-registration, and conform with 
international human rights law.94 Reporting requirements should not inhibit civil 
society organizations’ functional autonomy.95 

Solicit, receive, and utilize resources96 	 • Refrain from discriminatorily imposed restrictions on potential sources of funding.97  

Meet or assemble peacefully98 • �Guarantee that in exercising this right, no person is subject to excessive and 
indiscriminate use of force; arbitrary arrest and detention; torture and other cruel, 
inhuman, or degrading treatment or punishment; enforced disappearance; and the 
abuse of criminal and civil proceedings, or threats of such acts.99 

Examples/ 
Elaboration
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Core Duty/ 
Commitment

Examples/ 
Elaboration

Seek, obtain, receive, and hold information 
relating to human rights100 

• �Ensure transparent, clear, and expedient laws and policies that provide for a general 
right to request and receive information held by public authorities, including on 
human rights violations.101  

Submit to the authorities criticism and 
proposals102 and make complaints about 
official policies and acts103 

• �Take the measures necessary to safeguard space for public dialogue on state policies 
and programs.104  

• �Form partnerships and collaboration between states, NHRIs, civil society, and other 
stakeholders.105 

Develop and discuss new human rights 
ideas and principles, and advocate their 
acceptance106  

• �Ensure legislation does not target activities of individuals and associations defending 
the rights of persons espousing minority beliefs,107 and that dissenting views can be 
expressed.108 

Provide legal assistance,109 and attend/
monitor public hearings, proceedings,  
and trials110 	

• �Ensure HRDs are not harassed or prosecuted111 for playing their valuable role in 
mediation efforts and supporting victims in accessing effective remedies.112 

Communicate without any restriction with 
nongovernmental and intergovernmental 
organizations (such as the UN)113

• �Refrain from, and ensure adequate protection from, acts of intimidation or 
reprisals against those who cooperate, have cooperated, or seek to cooperate with 
international institutions, including their family members and associates.114  

• Bring perpetrators to justice and provide effective remedies for victims.115 

An effective remedy116 • �Conduct prompt, effective, and impartial investigations of alleged violations of 
human rights and hold perpetrators to account,117 including public officials.118  

• �Put in place procedural safeguards, in accordance with international human rights 
law, to ensure the independence of the judiciary,119 to protect the fair trial rights of 
HRDs, and to avoid the use of unreliable evidence, unwarranted investigations, and 
procedural delays.120  

Effective protection under national law121 • �Take all necessary measures to ensure the protection of HRDs, online and offline, 
against any violence, threats, retaliation, adverse discrimination, pressure, or any 
other arbitrary action as a consequence of their activities.122 Do not use surveillance 
and information technologies against HRDs in a manner that is not compliant with 
international human rights law.123 

• �In meaningful consultation with HRDs,124 consider developing comprehensive, 
sustainable, appropriately resourced and age- and gender-responsive public policies 
or programs that comprehensively support and protect HRDs at risk or in vulnerable 
situations.125 

• �Take timely and effective action to respond to attacks or threats against HRDs, 
including through early warning and rapid response systems.126 Protection measures 
should be holistic and respond to the protection needs of individuals and the 
communities in which they live. Measures should address causes of attacks.127 
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b)  Applying State Commitments to Specific Groups of Defenders and Particular Contexts
The obligations and commitments above have been referred to in relation to specific groups of defenders, such as 
human rights defenders in armed conflict and post-conflict situations,128 anti-corruption defenders,129 and young people 
and children.130 Some groups, such as women human rights defenders, have been the focus of UN resolutions, with 
states committing to apply a gender perspective,131 and to ensure that protection policies and measures are gender-
responsive.132 Other resolutions have highlighted the intersectional dimensions of violations and abuses against women 
human rights defenders, indigenous peoples, children, persons with disabilities, persons belonging to minorities, and 
rural communities.133 Such references and commitments represent important advances in resolutions at the UN in 
terms of acknowledging and addressing the differentiated needs of groups of defenders. This progress could be built 
upon by integrating knowledge and experience gained at the national, regional, and international levels.134 

 
Economic, Social, Cultural, Environmental, Land, and Indigenous Rights Defenders
Economic, social, cultural, environmental, land, and indigenous rights defenders135 face high risks as a 
consequence of their work, and the situation and protection needs of these rights defenders have been 
highlighted in different resolutions.136 States have condemned all human rights violations or abuses against 
environmental and indigenous human rights defenders.137 States have also committed to combating the 
impunity of perpetrators of these acts.138 

States recognize the work of these defenders as a vital factor contributing to the realization of environmental, 
land, and indigenous rights, including as they relate to development and corporate accountability.139 
States also take account of the important role human rights defenders play in the empowerment and 
capacity-building of indigenous peoples.140 In this context, resolutions have noted states’ duties to disclose 
environmental data and information related to environmental decision-making,141 and in the context of 
combatting corruption.142 In addition, states have emphasized the legitimate role of defenders in mediation 
and in supporting victims to access remedies.143 

Recognizing the involvement of businesses in the targeting of such human rights defenders, states have 
highlighted their duty to implement the UN’s Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights.144 These 
principles underscore the responsibility of all business enterprises to respect the rights to life and to the 
liberty and security of human rights defenders, and their exercise of the rights to freedom of expression, 
peaceful assembly and association, and participation in the conduct of public affairs.145 Seeking to protect 
defenders from abuses by business enterprises, states have committed to engaging in initiatives to promote 
effective prevention, accountability, remedy, and reparations.146 

 

State obligations have also been applied to particular contexts, such as counterterrorism,147 and to country 
situations.148 For example, the most recent resolution at the General Assembly included a focus on the COVID-19 
pandemic and and related emergency measures.149 

This resolution recognizes that the pandemic has exacerbated and accelerated existing challenges, both online 
and offline, for human rights defenders. States have committed to ensuring that COVID-19-related emergency 
measures are not misused to endanger the safety of human rights defenders, or to unduly hinder their work in a 
manner contrary to international law.

In addition, states recognized the valuable contribution of human rights defenders in identifying and raising 
awareness of the human rights impacts of COVID-19 response and recovery measures. This contribution is 
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possible if defenders are able to freely express their views, concerns, support, criticism, or dissent regarding 
government policy. Defenders were highlighted as being critical to providing accurate information about the 
situation and needs on the ground, and to contributing to designing and implementing responsive measures. In 
this context, states committed to safeguarding space for such public dialogue, and took note of the guidance of the 
Secretary-General and the High Commissioner for Human Rights on human-rights-compliant responses to the 
COVID-19 pandemic.

5. �OPPORTUNITIES TO STRENGTHEN COMMITMENTS ON  
HUMAN RIGHTS DEFENDER PROTECTION

 
The fundamental responsibilities of states in relation to human rights defenders are clearly enshrined in 
international instruments and in many recommendations for state action by UN experts, as well as in some state 
policies. Despite this, the situation for human rights defenders of diverse identities working across a wide range 
of topics around the globe remains challenging, and sometimes lethal. The Special Rapporteur has pointed to 
many reasons, including a lack of political will to create safe and enabling environments, state criminalization 
of defenders and their actions, impunity for those who target defenders, ineffectiveness and under-resourcing 
of national mechanisms and bodies, and corruption and the influence of powerful groups. Almost 25 years 
since the adoption of the Declaration of Human Rights Defenders, more effective action is needed to ensure its 
implementation.

While states have continued to affirm commitments to the protection of human rights defenders, many more 
opportunities exist for states to further implementation within their own jurisdictions, to support other states 
in their efforts to do the same, to push for accountability where violations occur, and to further enhance 
the international framework for defender protection. The goal of these efforts is to create safe and enabling 
environments for human rights defenders to perform their activities – to make sure defenders are able to do 
their vital work without fear. This objective can only be achieved if defenders – real individuals, groups, and 
communities – are safe in practice. 

Whether in national or international efforts, it is essential that states work in partnership with human 
rights defenders. States must consult meaningfully with civil society so that any efforts to ensure the 
protection of human rights defenders are designed to effectively address existing concerns and to support 
concrete improvements in the situation of defenders. Human rights defenders should also be involved in the 
implementation of any protection policies, measures, or actions.

Risks
Some states continue to challenge key elements of resolutions on or referring to human rights defenders. As a result, 
member states have to manage a number of risks if they wish to advance efforts to protect human rights defenders 
within the UN framework and at home. Two major risks relate to member state dynamics and the issue of consensus.

1.	� Member state dynamics. While much has changed geopolitically since the adoption of the 
Declaration on Human Rights Defenders, the essential points of contention, and even some of 
the key states opposing UN action150 on human rights defenders, remain similar. States seeking to 
defend and advance international standards in this area must be able to contend with very vocal 
and mobilized opposition.  
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During negotiations, amendments are consistently proposed by states where defenders are 
frequently reported to be targeted.151 The proposals are generally ones that would have the effect 
or aim of denying the legitimacy of human rights defenders, failing to acknowledge the specific 
risks and violations faced by certain groups of defenders, diluting and regressing consensus 
language from previous resolutions, and seeking to justify limitations on human rights that are 
impermissible under international human rights law.152 These opposing states make arguments 
related to the primacy of state sovereignty; the need for defenders to act in accordance with a 
country’s morals and customs; the risk of creating new rights; and the very use and definition of the 
term “human rights defender.” In addition, some states that support resolutions on human rights 
defenders can hold positions that run counter to the goals of such instruments, for example in the 
context of arguments on national security and surveillance, or business and human rights.

2.	� Prioritizing consensus over progress. Consensus in adopting UN resolutions is seen to 
strengthen the weight of the instrument and show universal support for its contents. However, the 
value of consensus can be greatly reduced in some cases, for example if consensus prevents efforts 
to make substantial progress and has the impact of working against the spirit of the resolution; if it 
leads to the inclusion of language and concepts not aligned with or misrepresenting international 
standards; or if states disassociate themselves with key aspects of the text during its adoption. 
These are all issues that states must contend with in the context of resolutions on human rights 
defenders.153 Reiterations of previous commitments can help to cement these and reinforce 
international standards, but if those standards are not being implemented, as is the case regarding 
human rights defender protection, it may be necessary to consider more ambitious instruments 
adopted by a vote. In all action on this issue at the UN, the goal should be outcomes that would 
have the greatest real-world impacts on the situations of defenders. To identify what measures 
would achieve this goal, states must consult with human rights defenders.

Opportunities
A state’s first opportunity, and priority, must be implementation of the Declaration and related international 
standards within its own jurisdiction. This requires working with civil society, NHRIs, and other stakeholders 
to identify existing gaps and weaknesses and to develop a road map to address them. In this context, some 
countries have introduced laws and policies to recognize and protect human rights defenders,154 and some national 
mechanisms have been established to prevent and respond to risks and attacks.155 However, advocates in these 
countries raise concerns about under-resourcing and a lack of political will to implement the instruments and 
support the mechanisms,156 with defenders continuing to be threatened and killed.157 A related step, which would 
also support efforts to assist other states seeking to address defender protection issues, could be to develop 
indicators to assess implementation of the Declaration. 

 
 
Using Diplomatic Relations to Protect Human Rights Defenders
As part of their commitments to human rights defender protection, states should develop strategies to 
encourage or support better implementation of the Declaration on Human Rights Defenders in countries 
with which the state has strong diplomatic relations. Such engagement can be led by the development 
and operationalization of national or regional guidelines on supporting human rights defenders,158 and the 
inclusion of civic space and human rights defender protection issues in bilateral and human rights dialogues. 
Diplomatic missions can also support local efforts to enhance civic space and strengthen civil society.
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In the context of UN mechanisms, states should provide information to the UN on steps taken to implement the 
Declaration, in particular on SDG reporting and SDG Indicator 16.10.1. In addition, states are urged to implement 
recommendations of the Secretary-General in relation to reprisals, in particular to fully investigate any alleged 
cases of reprisals and hold the perpetrators to account. States should also cooperate fully with, and adequately 
resource, the mandates of the Special Rapporteurs on human rights defenders of the UN, the African Commission 
on Human and Peoples’ Rights, and the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights. Cooperation includes 
implementation of the recommendations made to states in reports and communications,159 and issuing invitations 
for country visits.160 

There are many other avenues for states to support international efforts to build safe and enabling environments 
for human rights defenders. Below are three approaches that the UN could take.

1.	� Remain relevant and increase impact. To ensure that action at the international level is 
connected and relevant to the national contexts of human rights defenders – helping to improve 
their situation in practice – partnership is essential between diplomats and defenders through 
ongoing and regular convenings, consultations, strategizing, and coordinated advocacy. The 
threats and challenges faced by human rights defenders can evolve over time, and knowledge 
continues to grow regarding the best strategies for protection and the elements needed to build a 
safe and enabling environment. States should consult with key actors, such as the UN and regional 
special rapporteurs on human rights defenders, and ensure that efforts at the UN reflect these 
developments. Such approaches will mean that state efforts are driven by the realities faced by 
defenders, informed by best practices, and better able to address the obstacles to be overcome. 
Resolutions on the right to a healthy environment161 and creating a special procedure on climate 
change162 are examples of ambitious, relevant instruments, which were responsive to the calls of 
civil society and which had cross-regional support.

2.	� Address emerging and long-standing trends of violations against human rights defenders or 
shrinking civic space in specific states. This includes developing, in consultation with human rights 
defenders, more effective mechanisms to ensure accountability at the international level and to 
combat impunity for violations. Country-specific statements and resolutions, for example, should 
reflect the situation of human rights defenders and address their needs in their national context. 
Positive examples of this include Human Rights Council resolutions on Belarus,163 Nicaragua,164 
and Sudan,165 and joint statements on the situation of human rights defenders in Saudi Arabia.166 
A common and positive practice is the reference to such issues in Universal Periodic Review 
recommendations. The topic should also be part of follow-up activities with states to which such 
recommendations have been made, for example by encouraging implementation and offering 
technical assistance. States should also consider whether references to human rights defenders 
should be incorporated in relevant thematic resolutions at the UN General Assembly.

3.	 �Build cross-regional and multistakeholder coalitions to develop joint strategies to undertake 
these efforts and to prevent regression. As efforts at the UN related to civic space can be highly 
contentious, a broad, cross-regional, and diverse group of supporters must be built to ensure 
success. To defend against attempts to undermine or reverse progress, states, together with human 
rights defenders, national human rights institutions, and other relevant stakeholders, should 
strategize, coordinate, and work closely together. 
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Although resolutions on human rights defenders can sometimes be perceived as being driven by 
members of the Western Europe and Other States Group, support for these issues extends far 
beyond those members. States from other regions have played key roles in the negotiations for 
the Declaration and subsequent resolutions. In addition, there have been important advances in 
human-rights-defender-related frameworks and practices at the regional and national level, in 
particular in Latin America and Africa. These efforts can be more progressive than international 
instruments and more responsive to emerging knowledge and understandings of protection.167 
They can also showcase good practice in collaboration between human rights defenders, states, and  
NHRIs. States in all regions have also demonstrated through the Universal Periodic Review process 
that defender protection is one of their priorities.168  
 
While the context is different for each UN action, a positive example of such broad-based coalitions 
can be found in resolutions on sexual orientation and gender identity. Led by a core group of Latin 
American states,169 these texts were drafted, negotiated, adopted at the Human Rights Council, and 
defended at the General Assembly thanks to close partnership and coordinated advocacy among 
civil society, affected communities, and a cross-regional group of states.

 

6. CONCLUSION
 
“Any enthusiasm for the affirmation of the Declaration in 1998 was tempered by the gap between the 
aspirations and promises of the earlier [Universal Declaration of Human Rights] and the lived reality of 
too many people at that time. Twenty years after the affirmation of the Declaration a similar gap exists 
between it and the situation of too many human rights defenders.”170 
– UN Special Rapporteur on the situation of human rights defenders Michel Forst

The key obligations of states in relation to human rights defenders are articulated in the Declaration on Human 
Rights Defenders, and have been elaborated upon in subsequent UN resolutions, reports of the Special Rapporteur 
on the situation of human rights defenders and other UN experts, jurisprudence of UN Treaty Bodies, and 
regional instruments and mechanisms. However, as the Special Rapporteur noted on the 20th anniversary of the 
Declaration, “few States have systematically and adequately implemented the Declaration.”171 Moreover, the expert 
concluded that “a growing number of States have actively taken steps to frustrate the enjoyment of the rights 
outlined in the Declaration.”172 This lack of implementation not only hinders the fulfilment of human rights and 
the achievement of the 2030 agenda, it has deadly consequences for defenders around the globe. The first duty of 
states, therefore, remains national implementation of the Declaration. 

However, states committed to the recognition and protection of human rights defenders should not lose sight 
of the steps forward that can be taken at the international level. While state dynamics at the UN are challenging, 
and striving for consensus in the face of strong opposition can come at a cost, there are still avenues for advances. 
Cross-regional and diverse coalitions, built in partnership with human rights defenders, will be able to defend 
against regression, identify opportunities, and push for progress. States taking such an approach will also be 
better placed to ensure that their activities are closely linked to national contexts and evolving knowledge and 
experience in defender protection. Crucially, states should not lose focus on ensuring that any action at the UN 
is interlinked with national implementation. Efforts made at the UN must go beyond aspiration – they must build 
safer and more enabling environments for human rights defenders in practice. 
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DEFINITIONS OF KEY TERMS 

Human rights defenders
Human rights defenders are people who, individually and in association with others, act to promote, 
protect, or strive for the protection and realization of human rights and fundamental freedoms through 
peaceful means. The term “human rights defender” has a broad definition that can vary based on a person’s 
activities and the context in which they work. It includes individuals working in nongovernmental and 
intergovernmental organizations, and can in some circumstances extend to government officials, civil 
servants, and members of the private sector.

Third Committee (Social, Humanitarian, and Cultural) 
The Third Committee is one of six main committees at the UN General Assembly. Since its creation in 
1948, it has been tasked with addressing human rights, humanitarian affairs, and social matters; adopting 
international conventions on human rights; and considering reports of different bodies, including the special 
procedures of the UN Human Rights Council. The Third Committee adopts thematic and country-specific 
resolutions, a large proportion of which are submitted under the human rights agenda item. All UN member 
states are members of the Third Committee.

Human Rights Council
The UN Human Rights Council is an intergovernmental body created by the General Assembly in 2006. It is 
responsible for strengthening the promotion and protection of human rights around the globe. It discusses 
thematic human rights issues and country situations that require its attention throughout the year, and 
adopts resolutions that set out agreed commitments of UN member states, calling for action by different 
stakeholders, etc. The Human Rights Council has a rotating and geographically distributed membership of 47 
member states elected by the General Assembly. 

Universal Periodic Review
The Universal Periodic Review is a mechanism of the Human Rights Council that serves to assess the human 
rights situations in all UN member states. Each state is reviewed under the mechanism approximately every 
5.5 years, with other member states making recommendations on how the country under review could better 
comply with its obligations under international human rights law. Information to inform the process is 
submitted by the state under review, UN bodies, national human rights institutions, and civil society. The 
Universal Periodic Review, established in 2007, is in its third cycle.

Special Procedures & Special Rapporteur on the Situation of Human Rights Defenders
The UN special procedures are independent experts mandated and appointed by the Human Rights Council 
to monitor, examine, advise, and publicly report on thematic issues globally or on human rights situations 
in specific countries. The Human Rights Council’s special procedure focused on human rights defenders is 
the UN Special Rapporteur on the situation of human rights defenders. This expert has a global mandate and 
presents annual thematic reports to the Human Rights Council and the General Assembly, as well as reports 
on country visits undertaken by the mandate holder. The Special Rapporteur engages with states regarding 
allegations of rights violations against defenders, or laws and policies that might hinder or limit the work of 
defenders. The expert also maintains dialogues with regional human rights mechanisms and works closely 
with civil society, national human rights institutions, and other stakeholders.
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