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Introduction

T

he Regional Initiative for a South Asian Human Rights
Mechanism (RISAHRM) is a collaborative platform of South
Asian civil society and individuals committed to the cause of
human rights and peace in the region. The mission of RISAHRM
is to advocate for and help create an environment conducive for the
establishment of a regional human rights mechanism in South Asia.

Domestic Courts and other judicial mechanisms are not structurally
equipped to handle and remedy these challenges. National Human
Rights Institutions can mitigate some of them at the national
level. However, lack of resources and other structural constraints
often prevent them from fulfilling their statutory obligations. All
this underscores the need for greater standards of human rights
protection at the regional level. RISAHRM emerges from this need.

Regional Initiative for a South Asian Human Rights Mechanism (RISAHRM)

South Asia has made great strides in economic progress in recent
years. However, the region continues to grapple with grave human
rights violations. Poverty, terrorism, extremism, intolerance,
corruption and deficiencies in democratic institutions are but some
examples of issues that pose serious challenges to human rights.
These often go beyond national boundaries and take on a regional
character, affecting people of all walks of life and social strata, and
further marginalising women, children, elderly people and minority
communities.
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Why a Regional Human Rights Mechanism?

P

rotection and promotion of human rights is an obligation of
States. This obligation arises from States being members of the
United Nations and party to international human rights standards.
States are required to create an environment in which everyone is
treated equally and with respect.

Regional Initiative for a South Asian Human Rights Mechanism (RISAHRM)

Equal treatment and respect for diversity bring dignity, which is
central to human rights.

8

It is also the obligation of States to take all measures necessary
to protect socio-culturally marginalised communities and other
sections of society, and empower them so they are able to participate
in decision-making processes about issues affecting their lives both
as an individual and as members of their community.
Human rights protection systems –ranging from human rights
policies and laws, to National Human Rights Institutions, Courts
and quasi-judicial agencies – are created with responsibilities
to protect and promote human rights at the national level. These
institutions apply international human rights norms to address
human rights violations at home and provide protection to victims.
They also engage in human rights promotion by, for example,
advising Governments on measures to be taken to address the root
of human rights violations.
International human rights mechanisms help address domestic
human rights constraints and challenges, such as lack of human

rights policies and institutions, by setting norms and standards at
the international level. States are expected to follow these norms and
standards towards ensuring adequate protection and promotion of
human rights at the national level.
There is often a gap between national human rights practices and
international standards. Lack of adequate resources, lack of essential
know-how, socio-cultural practices and preferences, and policy
priorities are used as justifications for this gap. The physical distance
and contextual differences between the national and international
have also contributed to the lacklustre approach to domestic
implementation of human rights instruments.

Regional human rights mechanisms do not replace national and
international systems. They provide an additional layer of protection
when domestic system fails to address violations adequately, thereby
bridging the gap between international treaty obligations and
domestic laws and policies.1
There is a strong incentive for Governments to promote and protect
human rights within their region, as severe violations of people’s
1

Christof Heyns and Magnus Killander, “Towards Minimum Standards for Regional
Human Rights system’, in Looking to the future: Essays on international law in honour
of W Michael Reisman, ed. Mahnoush H. Arsanjani et al. (Leiden: Martinus Nijhoff
Publishers, 2010)
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This is where regional human rights mechanisms start playing a role.
They can help answer some of the questions at the national level and
generate political will, which the human rights agenda often fails to
attract. As such a regional human rights mechanism is necessary to
assist in the implementation of internationally recognised human
rights norms and standards at the national levels, and to facilitate a
regional solution to a human rights problem that triggers regional
consequences.
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rights can lead to conflicts and instability in neighbouring countries.2
Greater protection of human rights within a region can ultimately
result in enhanced regional peace, security and development.

Regional Initiative for a South Asian Human Rights Mechanism (RISAHRM)

A study3 by the European Parliament found regional systems to
be complementary to their universal counterparts. Noting that
systems at the regional level have the potential to strengthen those
at the international level, the study recommends ‘the strengthening
of regional systems is one of the key avenues to take in order to
increase the level of protection of human rights and fundamental
freedoms worldwide.’
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On the basis of study and experience, a regional human rights
mechanism is found to be necessary to:
(a) Assist national Governments in the implementation of their
international human rights obligations arising from the
conventions to which they are party to;
(b) Help national Governments to address human rights issues
that cross national borders, such as violations and abuses
connected to terrorism, human trafficking, sexual exploitation
of children, migration and endemic diseases;
(c) Create a platform for the peoples of the region to express
their issues and concerns vis-à-vis human rights, and bring
those voices to the attention of the States;
(d) Provide regional inputs to the development and improvement
of international human rights standards;
2
3

Carole J. Petersen, “Bridging the Gap? The Role of Regional and National Human Rights
Institutions in the Asia Pacific, “Asian-Pacific Law and Policy Journal 13, no.1 (20110:
174)
In an observation related to RISAHRM, the study notes the experience of the United
Nations Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR) in promoting an
Asia-Pacific level human rights mechanism. Concluding that the cultural and political
diversity of the region and lack of political will of the governments may not be conducive
to the establishment of Asia-Pacific level human rights mechanism just now, the study
promotes sub-regional mechanisms as an important step towards the Asia-Pacific level
one. European Parliament, The Role of Regional Human Rights Mechanism. Available
online at: http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/etudes/join/2010/410206/
EXPO-DROI_ET(2010)410206_EN.pdf

(e)
(f)
(g)

Protect people from human rights violations when national
mechanisms fail to do so;
Provide advisory services to national institutions and help
them work better at the national level; and,
Promote regional peace and security through the promotion
and protection of human rights and by acting as a bridge
between national realities and international aspirations.

Regional Initiative for a South Asian Human Rights Mechanism (RISAHRM)

Members of the Task Force during a discussion in Kathmandu, Nepal
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Establishment of RISAHRM

R

ISAHRM was initiated in July 2012. Its aim is to launch and
coordinate advocacy and awareness campaigns towards the
establishment of a regional human rights mechanism in South Asia
to bridge national processes and regional aspirations expressed in
the Charter of the South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation
(SAARC). To achieve the aim, RISAHRM collaborates with diverse
national movements, campaigns and processes, both at state and
non-state/civil society levels to create a strong national base.

Regional Initiative for a South Asian Human Rights Mechanism (RISAHRM)

At the regional level, it works with relevant initiatives and institutions
to connect with the discourse of transformative politics.
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The establishment of RISAHRM was the culmination of a long
process initiated by civil society. In 2010, a formal process focused
on the regional mechanism was initiated with the First SubRegional Workshop on South Asian Human Rights Mechanism. The
workshop, held in Kathmandu, Nepal, critically reviewed human
rights issues and challenges of justice faced by the people of the
South Asian region. After serious deliberations, it was concluded
that these challenges could be addressed by an independent, efficient
and effective regional human rights mechanism. There was a strong
call that South Asia should not remain isolated from the rest of the
world in terms of a not having such a mechanism.
To continue the process, the Second Sub-Regional Workshop on
South Asian Human Rights Mechanism was held on 25-26 July 2011
again in Kathmandu, which adopted the Kathmandu Statement. The

workshop also created a working group with eminent personalities
and organisations from South Asia, which later held its first strategy
meeting on 19-20 July 2012 in New Delhi. At this meeting the
Regional Initiative for a South Asian Human Rights Mechanism was
created by expanding the working group into a larger network.

To connect RISAHRM to
national human rights and
other
social
movement,
orientations and advocacies
have been conducted. In each
of these events, human rights
defenders, non-governmental
organisations (NGOs), media,
academics, and representatives Task Force members discuss the idea of a
from human rights institutions South Asian Human Rights Mechanism
with the SAARC Secretariat in
discussed the importance of Kathmandu, Nepal, in November 2015
the regional initiative, explored

Regional Initiative for a South Asian Human Rights Mechanism (RISAHRM)

RISAHRM is led by a Task Force that comprises individuals of repute
in South Asia. Almost all countries in South Asia are represented in
the Task Force. A written Terms of Reference (ToR) developed in
August 2014 - see Annex 1 - determines the mandates, functions
and modus operandi of the Task Force. Current members are: Dr.
Sima Samar (Afghanistan, Convenor), Subodh Pyakurel (Nepal,
Co-Convenor), Dr. Mizanur Rahaman (Bangladesh), Dr. Rinchen
Chophel (Bhutan), Henri Tiphagne (India), Dr. Ibrahim Ismail (the
Maldives), Hina Jilani (Pakistan) and Nimalka Fernando (Sri Lanka).
The Asian Forum for Human Rights and Development (FORUMASIA) serves in the Task Force as an ex-officio member. FORUMASIA’s South Asia Office, currently hosted by the Informal Sector
Service Centre (INSEC) in Kathmandu, serves as the Secretariat of
the Task Force.
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ways to integrate it in national movements and called on their
Governments to initiate a process towards this as a member of
SAARC. In most of the countries, a national core committee has
also been formed to coordinate national-level activities. These
committees bring pertinent national issues to the fore for the
RISAHRM Task Force to focus on while designing regional
campaigns. At the same time, they bring the spirit and message of
the regional campaign down to communities.

Regional Initiative for a South Asian Human Rights Mechanism (RISAHRM)

Since its initiation, at least one national workshop has been held in
each of the countries in the region. In Bhutan, Bangladesh, India, the
Maldives, Nepal and Sri Lanka almost all human rights stakeholders
participated. In Afghanistan, a pre-workshop brainstorming session
was organised under the auspices of the Afghan Independent
National Human Rights Commission.
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Hina Gilani and Sima Samar on the panel of the ‘National Workshop on Building
Consensus for a South Asian Human Rights Mechanism in New Delhi,
in June 2014.

National Workshops
Participants of the national workshop held in Lahore, Pakistan on
9-10 June 2014 adopted the Lahore Declaration, which calls on
the Government of Pakistan to establish a National Human Rights
Commission without further delay. The Declaration also called
on South Asian States to include the establishment of a regional
mechanism in the official agenda of the 18th SAARC Summit in
Kathmandu.

Hundred civil society organisations and individuals from twenty
States across India participated in a national consultation held
in Delhi, India on 2 August 2014. The participants called on the
Indian Government to work with other South Asian States towards
the establishment of an independent and effective human rights
mechanism. A delegation with representatives from Afghanistan,
India and Nepal met with the National Human Rights Commission
of India, the National Commission for Protection of Child Rights,
Parliamentarians and Ambassadors from South Asian States based
in Delhi to seek their support in the establishment of a regional
mechanism.
On 18 November 2014, the ‘Regional Consultation: Towards a South
Asian Human Rights Mechanism’ was held in Dhaka, Bangladesh.

Regional Initiative for a South Asian Human Rights Mechanism (RISAHRM)

Participants of the ‘National Workshop on South Asian Human Rights
Mechanism’ in Colombo, Sri Lanka, in December 2015
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The participants recognised the increasing importance of National
Human Rights Institutions in South Asia in institutionalising
human rights in the region. SAARC Member States that do not have
national human rights institutions were urged to establish such
soon in conformity with the Paris Principles, and the countries with
existing national institutions were urged to strengthen those further.
During a high-level national workshop held in Thipmu, Bhutan
in August 2015 it was agreed to form a national multi-stakeholder
network to facilitate consultations and advocacy campaigns in
Bhutan for the establishment of a regional mechanism. The role and
necessity of a regional human rights mechanism was discussed in
the context of South Asian women and children being subjected to
various forms of violence, discrimination and inequality. During
the two-day workshop, the possibility of the establishment of a
National Human Rights Commission in Bhutan was also discussed.
Parliamentarians present were keen on exploring it further, and
sought the help of the RISAHRM Task Force and FORUM-ASIA in
this regard.
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A similar national workshop was organized in Kathmandu, Nepal
in November 2015. The workshop brought together concerned
citizens, human rights defenders, civil society organisations,
academics and representatives from the National Human Rights
Commission to explore ways to promote the campaign nationally.
The workshop also formed a national core committee to implement
advocacy campaigns.
The Nepal workshop was followed by a Sri Lanka workshop in
Colombo in December 2015, where participants elected a lead
organisation to network other regional human rights organisations,
like South Asians for Human Rights (SAHR), and to carry out a
national processes for greater sensitisation and influence public
opinion in favour of a regional mechanism.

A similar workshop for the civil society members from the Maldives
was organised at the same venue, as it was not conducive to hold an
event in the country itself. Maldivian civil society representatives,
which also included media and political activists expressed support
in favour of the regional mechanism and resolved to organise a
public tribunal on the situation of the Maldives.
Other Activities and Srategies
Since its establishment, RISAHRM has accomplished some of the
following tasks:

4

People’s SAARC 2014 – Declaration, ‘People’s Movements Uniting South Asia for
Deepening Democracy, Social Justice, https://www.forum-asia.org/?p=18092
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l A regional Task Force has been formed to oversee the
campaign at the regional level with a written Terms of
Reference (ToR) that lays down mandates and operational
procedures, including the provision of a Secretariat of the
Task Force;
l National core committees have been formed in Bangladesh,
Bhutan, India, Nepal and Sri Lanka to propagate the idea of
a regional mechanism and create national momentum in
favour of the mechanism;
l Intensive lobby and advocacy programmes were organised
in favour of the mechanism during the 18th SAARC Summit
in November 2014. Although, the formation of the regional
initiative could not be included in the formal discussions
during the SAARC Summit due to geo-political dynamics
of the region, many state representatives expressed their
commitment and assured their support to the mechanism;
l The People’s SAARC – a regional initiative of civil society
organisations and a wide cross-section of people’s movements
– included in its ’People’s SAARC 2014-Declaration’4 the
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call for the establishment of ‘a human rights charter and
an effective and participatory human rights mechanism as
an apex body to promote, protect and fulfil all rights for all
people of the region in conformity with international human
rights law’5; and
l A strategy has been developed to intensify national
processes in South Asia, update and/or develop awareness
and educational materials, establish a separate website, and
enhance in collaborative engagement with SAARC.

Regional Initiative for a South Asian Human Rights Mechanism (RISAHRM)

FORUM-ASIA supports the RISAHRM campaign as part of its
human rights promotion and protection in South Asia, and works
closely with civil society organisations as well as state institutions,
where opportunities are available.
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5

Ibid. Point n.17

4

Prospective South Asia Human Rights
Mechanism

T

he regional human rights mechanism envisaged by RISAHRM
will be a commission mandated to promote and protect human
rights at the regional level. It will work at the regional level creating a
bridge between national human rights institutions and international
mechanism and standards. The purpose of the regional mechanism
will be to:

A treaty or a statute will create the mechanism with a broad mandate
to effectively promote and protect human rights at the regional level.
It will be independent, consisting of the most qualified members
and judges from the region. It will have all powers needed to enforce
its decisions. Its composition will reflect regional diversity and

Regional Initiative for a South Asian Human Rights Mechanism (RISAHRM)

l assist national Governments in the realisation of their
international human rights obligations arising from the
conventions which they are party to;
l help national Governments address human rights issues
that cross national borders, such as the violations and
abuses stemming from terrorism, human trafficking, sexual
exploitation of children, migration and endemic diseases;
l create a platform for the peoples of the region to communicate
their human rights concerns and priorities, and bring those
voices to the attention of States;
l provide regional inputs to the development and improvement
of international human rights standards; and
l contribute to regional peace, security and development
through the promotion and protection of human rights of the
peoples of the region.
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multiplicity. Its modus operandi will have space to work closely with
civil society and people’s movements.

Regional Initiative for a South Asian Human Rights Mechanism (RISAHRM)

The regional mechanism will have its own human rights declarations
and conventions based on international standards. It will over time
evolve to become a system to which States should regularly report
on the situation of human rights within their countries, similar to
the Universal Periodic Review process. A broad mandate, adequate
resources and flexibility to engage with civil society and other nonstate processes will make it a robust mechanism that can make a
difference in the region and be complementary o the global human
rights regime.
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SAARC and Human Rights

S

AARC is an inter-governmental organisation established by
the eight South Asian countries in December 1985. Initially, it
had seven members, being Bangladesh, Bhutan, India, Nepal, the
Maldives, Pakistan and Sri Lanka. Afghanistan became part of
SAARC in 2008.

The lack of human rights standard setting and its enforcement in the
region has contributed to human rights violations being a common
feature in almost all the countries of South Asia. Those responsible
for serious human rights violations, such as extra-judicial killings,
abductions, disappearances, are rarely investigated thoroughly, and
hardly held to account. Poverty, socially and culturally sanctioned
inequalities, terrorism and militarisation worsen the conditions.
All South Asian States are parties to almost all core international
human rights instruments, barring Bhutan, which is only party to
the conventions related to the rights of the child and women. All
States also have constitutional and legislative remedies of one kind
6

SAARC Charter, http://saarc-sec.org/SAARC-Charter/5/

Regional Initiative for a South Asian Human Rights Mechanism (RISAHRM)

SAARC was created to ‘promote the welfare of the peoples of South
Asia and to improve their quality of life’ as stated in the first objective
of the SAARC Charter.6 Other objectives include: acceleration of
economic growth; socio-cultural progress; and cooperation and
collaboration in areas of mutual concerns, including technical and
scientific fields. The SAARC Charter, however, does not provide
any reference to human rights, and, as such, does not envision any
mechanism to deal with human rights issues.
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or another against human rights violations. However, all States have
fallen short in the applications of these institutions, instruments,
and remedies. This is in large part due to the lack of an oversight
mechanism at the regional level.
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The establishment of a regional mechanism is part of an
international moral obligation of SAARC countries. Article 37 of
the Vienna Declaration and Plan of Action, which SAARC Member
States have endorsed, reiterates the need to consider the possibility
of establishing regional and sub-regional arrangements for the
promotion and protection of human rights where they do not exist.
The United Nations General Assembly (UNGA)7 and the Human
Rights Council (formerly the UN Human Rights Commission)8
have advocated consistently to explore the possibility of setting
up regional arrangements in the form of an inter-governmental
regional machinery, possibly a regional human rights commission
– to review the human rights situation and to provide redress where
the national setting is not effective to deliver justice. As members
of the international community, SAARC leaders should take these
opinions seriously and translate them into action.
In one of the objectives, the SAARC Charter aims ‘to provide all
individuals the opportunity to live in dignity and to realize their full
potential’.9 The realisation of the objective requires the protection
and promotion of the rights to health, education, adequate care,
adequate standards of living and other civil and political rights at
the regional level.

7

8
9

Resolution 32/127 (1977) ‘Appeals to States in areas where regional arrangements in
the field of human rights do not yet exist to consider agreements with a view to the
establishment within their respective regions of suitable regional machinery for the
promotion and protection of human rights. ’UNGA Res. 33/167 (1978), UNGA Res.
34/171(1979), UNGA Res. 35/197 (1980) and UNGA Res. 36/154 (1981).
Resolution 24 (XXXIV) (1978)
SAARC Charter, http://saarc-sec.org/SAARC-Charter/5/

RISAHRM appreciates the effort of SAARC leaders to include some
human rights references in some of the annual SAARC summit
declarations. The 16th SAARC Summit held in Bhutan in 2010 is
of particular reference in this context. Speaking at the Summit,
Mohamed Nasheed, the President of the Republic of the Maldives,
called for the establishment of a human rights mechanism ‘similar
to the one being developed for the ASEAN region’10 to protect and
promote human rights in South Asia.
Subsequently, in the Addu Declaration adopted at the 17th SAARC
Summit in 2011 in Addu City, the Maldives,, the SAARC countries
agreed to ‘convene an Inter-Governmental Expert Group meeting
to discuss the establishment of a regional mechanism to ensure
empowerment of women and gender equality in the region’11
and ’finalize the work on the elaboration of the SAARC Regional
Convention on Preventing and Combating trafficking in Women
and Children for Prostitution’.12

10 Surya Deuj, ‘Establishing a Robust Regional Human Rights Mechanism in South Asia’,
in Asian Human Rights Defender Vol. 6, No.1, June 2010, FORUM-ASIA, http://forumasia.org/documents/South%20Asia%20HRM%20-%20Surya’s%20Article%20in%20
AHRD.pdf
11 Addu Declaration 2011, Art-12
12 Ibid. Art-13
13 For instance, the Convention on Preventing and Combating Trafficking in Women and
children for Prostitution, 2002; the Convention on the Promotion of Child Welfare in
South Asia, 2002; the Social Charter, 2004;the Charter on Democracy, 2011; Initiatives
relating to climate change, health, food security, mutual assistance on criminal matters,
combating terrorism and drugs. See, Annex 2, for a brief summary of SAARC instruments
and conventions contributing to human rights.

Regional Initiative for a South Asian Human Rights Mechanism (RISAHRM)

SAARC has also adopted a few instruments and conventions
touching upon several aspects of human rights.13The time has come
for SAARC leaders to establish a mechanism dedicated to human
rights promotion and protection at the regional level in order to
realise the Charter of SAARC, as well as the instruments created to
promote democracy, social justice and human rights.
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Experiences from other Regions

E

urope, Americas, Africa, Southeast Asia and the Middle East and
North Africa have already established regional human rights
mechanisms to ensure the respect for human rights at the regional
level. South Asia is one of the regions where such a mechanism
does not exist. Existing Regional Human Rights Mechanisms in the
world are:
i. European System
he European Court of Human Rights –founded within the
Council of Europe and not to be mistaken with the European
Court of Justice established by the European Union - is the primary
body enforcing the rights enshrined in the European Convention
on Human Rights (ECHR) (formally the Convention for the
Protection of Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms) (1950).
The European Court on Human Rights receives complaints from
individuals, groups of individuals and States on violations. With
a strong protection mandate and the Council of Ministers in the
Council of Europe overseeing enforcement of decisions, this system
has evolved into the strongest regional mechanism. It also has
Advisory Jurisdiction on matters referred to it by States and judicial
institutions. The European Court of Justice also plays an important
role in protecting the fundamental rights and human rights
concerns within the legal order of the European Union. The Court
has continued to define and establish standards for the protection of
human rights for the European Union community.

Regional Initiative for a South Asian Human Rights Mechanism (RISAHRM)
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ii. System in the Americas
he Inter-American Commission on Human Rights and the
Inter-American Court of Human Rights of the Organization

T

of American States (OAS) together promote and protect rights
enshrined in the American Convention on Human Rights (1969)
and earlier Declaration. The Inter-American Commission on Human
Rights promotes human rights in the region and receives individual
complaints from victims. It also appoints Special Rapporteurs
on thematic areas, undertakes studies and field visits. The InterAmerican Court of Human Rights examines communications
submitted to it by the Inter-American Commission and also has
advisory jurisdiction on cases referred to it by States. With the
General Assembly of OAS overseeing enforcement, it also has a
strong protection mandate.
iii. The African System
he African Commission on Human and Peoples' Rights and
African Court on Human and Peoples' Rights of the African
Union (AU) complement each other's work toward guaranteeing
the enforcement of the African Charter on Human and Peoples’
Rights (1981) and other international instruments. The African
Commission on Human and Peoples' Rights has a strong
promotional mandate and ensures the protection of these rights. It
appoints Special Rapporteurs, interprets provisions of the Charter,
undertakes studies and makes field visits. It also receives complaints
from individuals on human rights violations and receives inter-state
complaints from Member States. The African Court on Human and
Peoples' Rights receives communications from individuals, Member
States, the African Commission and NGOs on violations. When
necessary it also awards reparations. The African system is steadily
evolving into a strong mechanism with the Council of Ministers
of the AU overseeing the Court; and the Executive Council and
Assembly of the AU overseeing the Commission.

T
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iv. The Southeast Asian System
SEAN Intergovernmental Commission on Human Rights
(AICHR) of the Association of Southeast Asian Nations
(ASEAN) oversees the enforcement of the rights envisioned in the
ASEAN Charter (2007). It also drafted the ASEAN Human Rights
Declaration, which was adopted in 2012. AICHR takes on various
activities towards the protection and promotion of human rights.
It conducts public awareness programmes, undertakes thematic
studies, promotes capacity building and encourages ratification of
international instruments. It also obtains information from Member
States on human rights and advises them. AICHR has come under
strong criticism as its members are State-appointed and have only
focused on promotional activities, side-lining its protection mandate.

A

v. The System in the Middle East and North Africa
he Arab Human Rights Committee was established in 2009
by the League of Arab States and engages with Member States
to comply with the rights guaranteed under the Arab Charter on
Human Rights (2004). The Committee monitors the human rights
situation in Member States and advises them on measures to be
adopted. Member States submit reports to the Committee every
three years. The Committee also receives reports from registered
NGOs and proceeds to provide recommendations after deliberation.
The League of Arab States is presently in the process of setting up a
Court to further guarantee enjoyment of human rights in the region.

Regional Initiative for a South Asian Human Rights Mechanism (RISAHRM)
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The Arab League started dealing with selected human rights issues
in the late 1960s. The Arab Charter on Humans Rights which now
forms the foundation of the regional human rights regime was
adopted in 2004 and came into force in 2008. However, the Charter
is not on par with the international standards and the Arab Human
Rights Committee has limited control and mandate for protection
and promotion of human rights in the region.

Key Human Rights Challenges in South Asia

S

outh Asia is a region of diversity. Each of the eight countries
differs from the other in terms of language, religion, economy
(level of development), geographic features, climatic conditions
and even political institutions. Procedurally, all countries are
democratic. They operate within a frame of Constitution and hold
periodic elections to form a Government. However, each differs
when it comes to democratic ‘substance’, for example, in terms of
media independence, space for civic engagement and expression
of dissent, whether individual or collective. These tenets are at the
heart of substantive democracy. Within the diversity, following
commonalities are found. Unfortunately, these are inimical to
human rights protection and promotion.

The region is also marred by socio-cultural discrimination. The
caste system stands as the most discriminatory social institution
in the region. It demeans women and denies their existence
independent of men. Worse, it divides communities of people
along vertically fixed hierarchies with no possibility of upward
mobility. Hence the so-called lower-caste, such as Dalits, remain

Regional Initiative for a South Asian Human Rights Mechanism (RISAHRM)

Lack of political will of the States to comply with their human
rights obligations is the main challenge in the region. This
manifests in the States’ delay or denial in framing policies and
laws, and building institutions necessary to implement the
treaties protecting the human rights contained therein. The States
also fare poorly in terms of investment in the social sector, such
as education and health. Investment in these sectors is a must for
the promotion of human rights. The lack of political will is also
palpable in the reluctance about governance reform. As such,
corruption and unaccountability become a common currency in
the region.
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lower forever in the social strata defined along the caste lines.
This caste-position has implications for one’s access to education,
health and other services and opportunities, as well as decisionmaking processes. The so-called high-caste will trump over the
low-caste in these opportunities and processes because of their
social status. Of late, some constitutional and legal safeguards
are in place against the caste-based discrimination, but this
institution still commands firm social acceptance.

Regional Initiative for a South Asian Human Rights Mechanism (RISAHRM)

Religious fanaticism is another challenge faced in the region,
with some States being more vulnerable than others. The fanatics
fan violence in the name of religious puritanism often targeting
religious minorities. In most cases, States are blamed for not
doing enough to protect the religious minorities. In a few cases,
State authorities are even blamed for conniving the violence.
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The mix of these three trends makes South Asia vulnerable to
human rights violations. The persistence of these causes also
attest to the fact that existing mechanisms are not enough, and
reinforce the need for additional institutions to rise to these
challenges.

Annex 1

Terms of Reference for the Task Force on RISAHRM

Regional Initiative for a South Asian Human
Rights Mechanism (RISAHRM)
1. Background

T

he Regional Initiative for a South Asian Human Rights
Mechanism (RISAHRM) is a collaborative platform/network
of independent organisations, human rights experts, individuals and
civil society organizations, which aims to foster support, and helps
create a conducive environment and work for the establishment of
a South Asia human rights mechanism. Recognising the grave and
common human rights challenges facing the peoples of South Asia,
the RISAHRM advocates for an independent and effective regional
mechanism capable of preventing violations; and, protecting and
promoting human rights in the region.
Regional Initiative for a South Asian Human Rights Mechanism (RISAHRM)

The establishment of the RISAHRM is the outcome of a long process
which culminated in 2010, when representatives of various civil
society organizations, people’s movements and independent experts
across the SAARC region gathered together in Kathmandu, Nepal
for the First Sub-Regional Workshop on South Asian Human
Rights Mechanism on 24-25 March 2010. The workshop critically
discussed the prospects and strategies for advancing human rights
promotion and protection through regional cooperation towards
the establishment of a South Asian human rights mechanism. To
continue the process, the Second Sub-Regional Workshop on South
Asian Human Rights Mechanism was held in Kathmandu, Nepal
on 25-26 July 2011, which adopted the Kathmandu Statement.
At this meeting a working group with independent human rights
experts and organizations from South Asia was also created, which
later held its first strategy meeting on 19-20 July 2012 in New Delhi,
hosted by the Working Group on Human Rights in India and the
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UN (WGHR). It is at this meeting that the larger network “Regional
Initiative for a South Asian Human Rights Mechanism” [RISAHRM]
was created.
The RISAHRM members can be individuals, organizations,
platforms, coalitions and other groups, which have attended national
consultations in each of the countries where they have so far been
held, namely Afghanistan, Pakistan, Nepal, Bangladesh and India.
In the case of new members, they need to be formally admitted as
members of the RISAHRM by National Core Committees, and the
National Focal Points in each country should then ensure that all
relevant details are shared with the Task Force, which will ratify
such membership.
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In countries where such National Core Committees have not been
formed, new members need to be formally admitted as members of
the RISAHRM by the Task Force.
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The Task Force and the members of RISAHRM shall always
uphold values, principles and accepted practices of existing human
rights standards. They advocate for a robust, effective, responsive,
inclusive and accountable human rights mechanism in South Asia,
with a mandate to promote and protect human rights of all citizens
of SAARC countries without any hindrance and or compromise.
The Task Force shall make all their activities transparent, and
regularly publish their decisions and actions on its website and
other means.
The mandate of the regional initiative is described below.
2. Bodies of the Regional Initiative
The RISAHRM shall be guided by the Task Force. The Task Force
shall decide its own methods of modus operandi.
i. Task Force
a. A Task Force (TF) comprising one representative from each
South Asian State shall be formed with the specific mandate
of providing leadership and guidance to the RISAHRM.

b. Each TF member shall serve a once-renewable term of
three years. After two consecutive terms or on voluntary
resignation, a new member from that State shall be selected
to serve in the Task Force.
c. The TF shall have a Convenor and a Co-Convenor chosen
by the members of the TF. The Convenor and Co-Convenor
shall serve a non-renewable term of three years.
d. The Convenor shall ensure that meetings of the TF are duly
convened and that the decisions taken at the meetings are
communicated to the TF members.
e. The Co-Convenor shall assist the Convenor to fully discharge
her/his duties and shall assume the duties of the Convenor if
and when required to do so by the Convenor.
f. The TF members shall serve in their individual capacity
g. The TF may be replaced by a suitable alternative once the
South Asian Human Rights Mechanism is established and
functional.
3. Secretariat

4. Mandate
a. The RISAHRM will have the specific mandate of working
towards the establishment of a South Asian human rights
mechanism by working with the key stakeholders in the
SAARC region and by advocating with SAARC governments
and other regional and national/ state human rights
mechanisms of its member States.
b. The RISAHRM will, with the advice and approval of the TF,
raise resources, identify and implement its priorities in close
collaboration with other international, regional, national
organizations and platforms striving for the better protection
and promotion of human rights. This secretariat shall be
mandated to work with all the national focal points /core
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a. The Secretariat of the RISAHRM shall be responsible for
carrying out the plans and activities as decided by the Task
Force. This Secretariat shall be located in Kathmandu, Nepal
and supported by FORUM-ASIA.
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committees constituted in each of the countries for taking
forward the plans and programs of the TF.
c. The TF is responsible to make sure that ‘RISAHRM’ or
‘RISAHRM’ supported or sponsored events held at the
national and sub-regional level have the formal approval of
the Convenor and Co-convener of the TF.
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5. Meeting of the Task Force
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a. The TF shall hold its strategy meeting at least twice a year to
plan and set advocacy strategies for the RISAHRM. In case of
necessity special meeting or meetings may be convened as and
when needed. Each meeting of the TF shall be presided over by
the Convener. In the absence of the Convenor, the Co-Convenor
shall preside over these meetings.
b. The Secretariat in consultation with the TF shall arrange for
the meeting of the RISAHRM at least once a year. Additional
meetings may be organized if and when necessary. These
meetings of the RISAHRM will comprise all National Focal
Points / Core Committees constituted under the RISAHRM
in each of the SAARC countries and may also invite reputed
international / regional organizations and platforms in order to
secure their sustained support for the initiative.
c. In addition to the meetings prescribed in 1 and 2 above, the
TF may choose to meet via video conferencing and the virtual
medium. The host of such meetings will be decided by the TF
and coordinated by the secretariat, as and when the need arises.
The TF may also convene meetings of the RISAHRM virtually.
d. In cases where full meetings of the TF may not be possible due
to travel and time constraints, meetings through the virtual
medium, and discussions and decisions made via email shall
remain decisions of the Task Force, careful records of which will
be kept by the secretariat.
6. Resources
a. The TF along with the RISAHRM Secretariat shall find
necessary resources for ensuring that the plans evolved for
the RISAHRM are effectively implemented. The TF may build

coalitions with individuals and organisations both within and
outside the region to garner material and other support to
meet its objectives.
7. Goals of the Task Force

8. Operational Procedures for the Task Force
a. Meetings of the TF shall be called by the Convenor, and
presided over by the Convenor.
b. Notice for a meeting shall be received by all TF members at
least 30 days before the time of the meeting in cases where
travel by one or more members is required, and 10 days when
travel is not required.
c. The Convenor, through the Secretariat, shall confirm
availability of members prior to calling a meeting.
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The TF shall work towards achieving the following goals:
a. Establishing a credible mechanism for the protection and
promotion of human rights in South Asia, including, but not
limited to, the following:
b. A Mechanism, which has at its apex a Human Rights Court of
South Asia which will seek to protect human rights in South
Asia, the decisions of which will be binding on all SAARC
nations.
c. A Mechanism which has as its governing body a Human
Rights Commission of South Asia which comprises eminent
persons whose integrity is beyond reproach and who have
backgrounds in work relating to the protection and promotion
of human rights; with jurisdiction over member states in the
conduction of investigations, research and studies as relates t
o the protection of human rights.
d. In the interregnum RISAHRM will engage itself through a
South Asian People’s Tribunal engaging itself with carefully
selected thematic human rights issues of South Asia with the
aim of developing a South Asian human rights jurisprudence
on such issues, and building support for the demand for a
South Asian Human Rights Charter and Commission.
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d. An agenda, outlining the objectives and expected decision
points of the meeting shall be forwarded with the notice for
each meeting.
e. The TF members should consult with Focal Points/Core
Committees in the national RISAHRM platforms as far as
practicable, on the issues under discussion, prior to attending
TF meetings.
f. Notwithstanding availability of resources, national platform
focal points and one or two others shall be invited to TF
meetings that are held to discuss and formulate strategy.
g. The Secretariat of the RISAHRM shall maintain records of
discussions and minutes of meetings and shall communicate
the minutes to all TF members and the National Focal Points
of the RISAHRM on a regular basis.
h. A quorum for holding a TF meeting shall be 50% of TF
members. Decisions to the extent possible shall be reached by
consensus, failing which by simple majority.
i. The Secretariat shall maintain complete records of funds and
other resources received and spent for TF and RISAHRM
activities, and such records shall be made available to
members of the TF, partners and other stakeholders.
9. Schedule of Activities for the Task Force
The TF will decide on its schedule of activities and will review
and amend as the need arises in each meeting of the TF.
10. Tentative Dates for Meetings of the Task Force
There will be at least two TF meetings a year. Tentative dates for
the next meeting will be discussed in each meeting.

The ToR adopted by the Task Force meeting held at the Ashok
Hotel, Delhi, India on 18 December 2014 was revised by the Task
Force meeting held in Malé, the Maldives on 6 April 2015. The
revision includes the removal of the clause providing for alternative
representation in the Task Force (Clause II.1.f) of the ToR adopted in
December 2014. The revised Clause only retains the provision that
the Task Force members would serve in their individual capacity.

Annex 2

SAARC Instruments and Conventions
Contributing to Human Rights1

F

rom 2002, SAARC began to take steps toward the creation of
a system of agreements and bodies towards addressing some
specific human rights issues. Two instruments were created the
same year addressing issues affecting women and children: the
Convention on Preventing and Combating Trafficking in Women
and Children for Prostitution, and the Convention on Regional
Agreements for the Promotion of Child Welfare in South Asia. In
2004, the SAARC Social Charter was adopted, with commitments
to strengthening economic, social and cultural rights. Thereafter
came other instruments that relate to human rights protection and
promotion in one way or the other.

The SAARC Charter was signed in Dhaka on 8 December 1985. Its
objectives are, among others, ’to provide all individuals the opportunity
to live in dignity and to realize their full potential’, and ‘to promote
the welfare of the people of South Asia and to improve the inequality
of life’.
ii. SAARC Convention on Preventing and Combating Trafficking
in Women and Children for Prostitution (2002)
The SAARC Convention on Preventing and Combating Trafficking
in Women and Children for Prostitution (2002) has several
progressive provisions. It commendably recognises that trafficking
can occur with or without the consent of the victims; that trafficking
1

Short extract from ‘SAARC & Human Rights: Looking Back & Ways Forward’, FORUMASIA, 2012, http://www.forum-asia.org/uploads/books/SAARC_PR_body_final.pdf
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i. SAARC Charter (1985)
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can occur within a country and not just across borders; and that
trafficking can take different forms, including moving, selling, or
buying. The Convention has a broader mandate in other ways than
the United Nations Trafficking Protocol, which applies only to
transnational trafficking or trafficking committed by an organised
criminal group. The SAARC Convention applies to trafficking
within borders and trafficking by individual persons.
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iii. SAARC Convention on Regional Arrangements for the
Promotion of Child Welfare in South Asia (2002)
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This Convention was signed at the eleventh SAARC Summit in
Kathmandu on 5 January 2002. Described by the International Labor
Organization as a ‘milestone’ in 2005, the Convention is essentially a
regional affirmation of the commitments of all State Parties to the UN
Convention on the Rights of the Child. The Convention recognises
child labour as a large reality of South Asia, and specifically stipulates
the proscription of the entry of children into hazardous and harmful
labour. The Convention aims for a multi-pronged strategy to rid
the region of this problem, and extends this strategy to providing
social safety nets for families who are most likely to be involved with
such child labour. The goal of this Convention is to add a regional
dimension to multi-lateral obligations under the Convention on
the Rights of the Child, while it is also meant to set up ‘appropriate
regional arrangements’ to facilitate a better implementation of these
obligations.
iv. SAARC Social Charter (2004)
The SAARC Social Charter, adopted by the 12th SAARC Summit
in Islamabad in 2004, is an ambitious document. Its goals include
poverty eradication, population stabilisation, empowerment
of women, youth mobilisation, human resource development,
promotion of health and nutrition, and protection of children. The
SAARC Social Charter makes a broad commitment to human

rights. It aims to ‘promote universal respect for the observance and
protection of human rights and fundamental freedoms for all, in
particular the right to development; promote the effective exercise of
rights and the discharge of responsibilities in a balanced manner at
all levels of society; promote gender equality; promote the welfare of
children and youth; promote social integration’.2
Most of the economic and social rights outlined in the International
Covenant on Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights are present in
the SAARC Social Charter. In Article 3.4 it is described that ‘State
Parties agree that access to basic education, adequate housing, safe
access to drinking water and sanitation, and primary health care
should be guaranteed in legislation, executive and administrative
provision, in addition to ensuring of adequate standard of living,
including adequate shelter, food, and clothing’.3 It also provides for
food security and pledges protection to the homeless.
v. SAARC Charter of Democracy (2011)

2
3
4

The SAARC Social Charter, Article II, point XII
Ibid. Article III, point 4
The SAARC Charter of Democracy, Article II, point 5
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The SAARC Charter of Democracy was approved by the SAARC
Standing Committee in February 2011 and recommended for
adoption at the 17th SAARC Summit in November 2011. The
Charter proposes that Member States pledge themselves to foster
democracy and good governance and ’renounce unequivocally any
unconstitutional change of an elected government in a Member State’.
4
The Charter also urges Member States to focus on decentralisation
and devolution in its efforts to build effective systems of governance.
An institutional mechanism to oversee adherence to the principles
of the Charter of Democracy is also suggested.
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vi. The Agreement on Establishing the SAARC Food Bank (2007)
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The Agreement on Establishing the SAARC Food Bank was
signed in New Delhi in April 2007 in order to tackle the recurring
problem of food shortages in the South Asian nations. It has two
stated objectives: ‘to act as a regional food security reserve for the
SAARC member countries during normal times, food shortages,
and emergencies’; and ‘to provide regional support to national food
security efforts, foster inter-country partnerships and regional
integration, and tackle regional food shortages through collective
action’. Since 2007 there have been regular meetings of the board
of the SAARC Food Bank to discuss how to make the Food Bank
effective and operational, prioritising delivering food aid during
emergencies caused by natural disasters, which frequently afflict
Member States.
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The SAARC Food Bank is supposed to have a total reserve of
241,580 metric tons of food grains, with Bangladesh contributing
40,000 tons, Bhutan 180 tons, India 153,200 tons, the Maldives 200
tons, Nepal 4,000 tons, Pakistan 40,000 tons and Sri Lanka 4,000
tons. Afghanistan was, at the time of signing of the agreement,
not obliged to contribute. However, subsequent to the signing of
the agreement, the Food Bank Board determined that the actual
reserve required to effectively counter food shortages was higher,
and proposed increasing the reserve to 400,000 tons with a view to
raising it in the future to 1,000,000 tons. In addition to concerns
about the quantity of its reserve, questions were also raised about
the ability of the SAARC Food Bank to act during emergencies. The
Food Bank replaced the SAARC Food Security Reserve, set up in
1988and is considered to be ineffective due to a lack of political will.
vii. Action Plan on Climate Change (2009-2011)
A three-year Action Plan on Climate Change was adopted at the
16th SAARC Summit in 2010 focusing on adaptation and securing
international assistance. Thereafter, India announced an India

Endowment for Climate Change in South Asia to assist SAARC
members’ countries in meeting urgent adaptation and capacity
building needs. The low-lying the Maldives held a cabinet meeting
under water and Nepal held a cabinet meeting at the base of Mount
Everest towards the implementation of the Action Plan.
The 16th SAARC Summit had climate change as its key theme. At
the end of the Summit, the Thimpu Statement on Climate Change
was adopted setting the goal for SAARC to become world leaders
in low carbon technologies and renewable energy. The Summit
commissioned a study on climate risk in the region with regard
to social, economic and environmental challenges. Member States
pledged themselves to planting 10 million trees between 2010 and
2015. Beyond this, not much has happened due to the inability to
generate necessary funds.

Regional Initiative for a South Asian Human Rights Mechanism (RISAHRM)
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Annex 3
Kathmandu Declaration

Outcome Document
First Sub-Regional Workshop on South Asian Human
Rights Mechanism Inaugurated by Honourable Minister
Bhim Rawal, Ministry of Home Affairs (Nepal)
Organised by Informal Sector Service Center (INSEC) and
Asian Forum for Human Rights and Development
(FORUM-ASIA)
25 March 2010, Kathmandu, Nepal
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e, the seventy representatives of non-governmental
organizations and people’s movements from Bangladesh,
Bhutan, India, Indonesia, Malaysia, Nepal, Pakistan and Sri Lanka
at the first Sub-Regional Workshop on ‘South Asia Human Rights
Mechanism’, gathered together in Kathmandu, Nepal from 24 –
25 March, 2010, with the participation of representatives from
the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human
Rights (OHCHR), to critically discuss the prospects and strategies
of advancing human rights promotion and protection through
regional cooperation towards the establishment of South Asian
human rights mechanisms.
Reaffirming the long tradition and history of the people’s movements
and non- governmental organisations in South Asia struggling for
democracy, human rights, justice and peace, including various
initiatives under the People’s SAARC process in holding governments
of SAARC accountable;
Taking note that the SAARC Charter adopted on 8th December
1985, expresses in Article 1 the vision of promoting peace, stability,
amity and progress in the region; and in Article 3 awareness of the

common problems, interests and aspirations of the peoples of South
Asia and the need for joint action and enhanced cooperation within
their respective political and economic systems;
Taking note that Article 4 of the SAARC Charter stipulates as one of
the objectives of the SAARC promotion of the welfare of the peoples
of South Asia and the improvement of their quality of life;
Welcoming the promotion of universal respect for observance and
protection of human rights and fundamental freedoms for all, in
particular the right to development, gender equality, welfare and
interest of children and youth, promotion of social integration and
strengthening of civil society as stipulated in Article 2.xii.of the
Social Charter of SAARC adopted on 4th January 2004;
Recalling the adoption of the SAARC Convention on Preventing and
Combating Trafficking in Women and Children for Prostitution,
SAARC Convention on Regional Arrangement for the Promotion
of Child Welfare in South Asia, Agreement on Establishing the
SAARC Food Security Reserve;

Recalling the Vienna Declaration and Plan of Action (1993) which
SAARC member states endorsed, reiterated the need to consider the
possibility of establishing regional and sub-regional arrangements
for the promotion and protection of human rights where they do
not already exist;
Taking note that the SAARC governments will be meeting for the
16th SAARC Summit to be hosted by the Bhutanese government in
Thimpu, on the 28th and 29th April 2010;
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Recalling the UNGA Resolution 32/127(1977) and Commission
on Human Rights Resolution 24 (XXXIV) (1978) on the appeals to
States in areas where regional arrangements in the field of human
rights do not yet exist to consider agreements with a view towards
the establishment within their respective regions of suitable regional
machinery for the promotion and protection of human rights;
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Taking note that the Office of the High Commissioner for Human
Rights will organize the next inter-governmental meeting of the Asia
Pacific Framework on Regional Arrangement on the Promotion
and Protection of Human Rights, and to be hosted by Thailand
government in Bangkok on 21-23 April 2010;
Expressing grave concerns that widespread and systematic human
rights violations, inter-state and intra-state conflicts continue
to plague the region and hinder the enjoyment of peace, justice,
democracy and a better quality of life by the peoples in the region;
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Welcoming initiatives of Nepali Human Rights NGOs through the
Magna Meet held on 10 December 2009 for the establishment of
regional human rights mechanism in South Asia;
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Recalling that SAARC countries continue to affirm the universal
principles and values of human rights in a number of international
instruments and in SAARC summit declarations and are obliged to
respect those principles, including the right to health, education,
food, water, development, and to be free from trafficking with
specific reference to women, children, youth, and migrant workers.
Recognizing the need for SAARC to adopt a rights-based and gendersensitive approach to the elimination of all forms of discrimination,
including religious intolerance.
Noting that SAARC must address pressing multilateral issues that
includes hunger, unemployment, and violence against women and
children.
Resolve in the meeting:
§ for the need to further strengthen the cooperation and
solidarity among human rights organisations, nongovernmental organisations and people’s movement of South
Asian countries on shared vision for the protection and
promotion of human rights in the region;
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§ to support peoples’ processes in the region in strengthening
people to people solidarity in order to make SAARC
governments accountable and to work in cooperation with
these peoples’ processes;
§ to continue the work towards the establishment of an effective
regional human rights network among the civil society and an
independent and effective regional human rights mechanism
to address human rights challenges faced by the countries in
the region;
§ to establish a working group to develop common strategies
and effective cooperation among non-governmental
organizations and people’s movements on capacity building,
collective advocacy, lobby and joint strategies towards the
establishment of a regional human rights mechanism in the
region and to continue encourage more groups, including
marginalized communities, to participate in the process;
§ to call on the governments of South Asia to establish an
independent, effective and accountable regional human
rights mechanism with an explicit mandates of promoting,
protecting and fulfilling human rights, through a process
of wide consultation with non-governmental organizations,
people movements at national and regional level;
§ to call on the national human rights institutions in Bangladesh,
India, Nepal, Sri Lanka, the Maldives and Afghanistan to forge
closer and more systematic cooperation among themselves to
address cross border human rights violations and support the
development of regional human rights mechanism in South
Asia;
§ to call on Pakistan and Bhutan to form as soon as possible
national human rights institutions in conformity with the
Paris Principles.
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Annex 4
Kathmandu Statement 2011

Outcome Document of the Second
Sub-Regional Workshop on Human Rights
Mechanism in South Asia
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25-26 July 2011, Kathmandu, Nepal
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1.

The Second Sub-Regional Workshop on Human Rights
Mechanism in South Asia organized by the Asian Forum
for Human Rights and Development (FORUM-ASIA) and
hosted by the Informal Sector Service Centre (INSEC) with
participants from non-governmental organizations (NGOs),
National Human Rights Institutions (NHRIs), independent
experts and academics from South Asian countries, together
with representatives from the ASEAN Intergovernmental
Commission on Human Rights (AICHR) and the Office of
the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights
(OHCHR) in Nepal, discussed in depth the prospects and
opportunities for the path towards the establishment of a South
Asian Human Rights Mechanism within the framework of the
South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation (SAARC).

2.

The Workshop was the continuation of the First Sub-Regional
Workshop on South Asian Human Rights Mechanism held in
Kathmandu, Nepal on 24-25 March 2010 with an outcome
document known as the Kathmandu Declaration 2010, which
was presented to the then Prime Minister of Nepal seeking his
good offices for submission to the 16th SAARC Summit held in
Thimpu, Bhutan on 28-29 April 2010.

The Workshop noted the fact that at the 16th SAARC Summit
at Thimpu, Bhutan, President Mohamed Nasheed of the
Republic of the Maldives had pointed out, among others, that
SAARC should consider establishing a regional human rights
mechanism, similar to the one being developed for the ASEAN
region, and that this mechanism could help the South Asian
States to promote and protect human rights and fundamental
freedoms in their jurisdiction. The President further added that
this could ensure that international human rights norms and
standards are observed and implemented by SAARC members,
and that such a mechanism could help people in the South
Asian region develop a common understanding of universal
human rights issues and perspectives.

4.

The Workshop proceeded to look at the prevailing situations
within the region, as well as to examine SAARC with its 25 years
of work in the region within the context of democracy, human
rights and development, including the responses provided by
State and non-State actors within the SAARC framework. The
overwhelming consensus was towards the establishment of a
relevant sub-regional human rights mechanism taking into
account existing national, regional and international human
rights mechanisms, including those under the mandate of the
United Nations. There was a particular focus towards existing
NHRIs within the region, which have begun to interact as a
whole with a common resolution, which was adopted at the
Conference of NHRIs of South Asian Countries on Human
Rights Awareness and National Capacity Building held in New
Delhi, India on 16-18 April 2009. The Workshop also noted the
efforts undertaken by NGOs within the region following the
first Workshop.

5.

Based on these initiatives, at the very outset, the Workshop
reviewed the existing SAARC legal framework in the form of
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its Charters, Conventions, Agreements and Declarations that
do provide the basic premises in the path towards establishing
a sub-regional human rights mechanism with adequate
arrangements for meaningful participation of NGOs, NHRIs,
Parliamentarians, the Judiciary, the media and others. Thus,
the participants of the Workshop:
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Recalled that the foundational Charter of SAARC which
stipulates ‘strict adherence to the principles of the United Nations
Charter’, which among others, emphasizes the principles of
equality, non-discrimination and self-determination as well as
the need ‘to provide all individuals with the opportunity to live
in dignity and to realize their full potential’;
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Recognized the growing track record of SAARC member States
ratifying the core international human rights treaties, which
need to be completed together with the removal of reservations
to human rights treaties and acceding to related protocols to
those ratified treaties;
Acknowledged the engagement of all SAARC countries in the
newly established Universal Periodic Review (UPR) of the
United Nations Human Rights Council (UNHRC), which
should involve all relevant stakeholders including NGOs
in their respective countries and undertake efforts towards
implementing the recommendations as outcomes of UPR;
Affirmed the centrality of social development in the SAARC
Social Charter with its inherent nexus to human rights as stated
in the objectives, including the right to development which is
yet to be operationalised after twenty-five years;
Welcomed the Thimpu Declaration of the 16th SAARC Summit
2010: Towards a Green and Happy Asia and the emphasis for

developing a ‘Vision Statement’ with convocation of a ‘South
Asia Forum’ of eminent personalities and others;
Endorsed the deep concern expressed by the SAARC leaders
for environmental degradation and the signing of the SAARC
Convention on Cooperation on Environment, which, inter alia,
should address the issue of climate change impacting on human
rights and sustainable development as it is under consideration
at the UNHRC through the initiative of some SAARC countries
and others;
Appreciated the initiative on the SAARC Charter of Democracy,
which offers ample opportunities towards realising human
rights for all in ‘a region of democracies’;

Called for the SAARC Convention on Regional Arrangements
for the Promotion of Child Welfare in South Asia to be
fully implemented involving non-governmental bodies and
community-based organisations as provided in Article VIII of
the Convention;
Underlined the multiple initiatives undertaken by People’s
SAARC and its need to focus further on human rights aspects
linked to specific issues and situations in the South Asian
region.
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Affirmed the Bangkok Action Points adopted at the 15th
Workshop of the Framework on Regional Cooperation for the
Protection of Human Rights in the Asia-Pacific Region organized
by OHCHR on 21-23 April 2010, particularly initiatives by
countries to work towards the development of sub-regional
human rights mechanisms which are an essential building
block for broader human rights arrangements for the AsiaPacific region;
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All these existing provisions available within the SAARC
legal framework clearly underscored the necessity of
moving forward towards processes that would facilitate the
establishment of a sub-regional human rights mechanism.
The Workshop highlighted that such initiative should be seen
as a logical outcome of SAARC efforts on development, social
justice and democracy. It was also pointed out that by adopting
a Human Rights Based Approach (HRBA) in realizing SAARC
Social Charter principles, goals and objectives including
the implementation of SAARC development goals by 2015,
there would be much needed participation, transparency and
accountability.
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The Workshop observed that SAARC isn’t a mere geographical
region, rather the living space of one-sixth of humanity, with
nearly 40% of the poor. The region as a whole fares poorly on
human development indicators like education, health, nutrition,
sanitation and shelter. The centrality of the State in SAARC
has implications in improving those human development
indicators as well as the promotion and protection of human
rights. Several SAARC States have emerged, or are in the
process of transition from authoritarian rule, armed conflict,
or struggles for the right to self-determination. Many of
them have already adopted national constitutions with strong
guarantees for human rights and fundamental freedoms. On
the other hand, with political, social and economic conditions
remaining volatile in most of the SAARC countries, there is a
noticeable weakening of law and a growing culture of impunity
without accountability and scrutiny. There has been a steady
deterioration in the full enjoyment of fundamental freedoms
and human rights. Human rights defenders, social activists,
media personnel, trade union leaders, social movements
and others have been facing formidable obstacles. Increased
militarization and the climate of fear created in the wave of

counter-terrorism have jeopardized stability of the region
without assuring security. The Workshop noted that on several
occasions State policies have eased to correspond to people’s
needs and are formulated to accommodate the demands of
powerful economic interests. The SAARC region still has
three least developing countries with all following growthoriented trajectories despite high levels of poverty, hunger and
malnutrition, homelessness and illiteracy.

7.

Besides analysing the overall context of the region at multiple
levels, the Workshop also looked into the threats and obstacles
faced by SAARC countries and its peoples, including internal
conflicts, terrorism, piracy, small arms proliferation and
organized crime. The threats have been mainly addressed by
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Women and children are most affected and many of them are in
vulnerable situation with the children in the region displaying an
alarming concentration of malnutrition, attributing to the high
rates of child mortality. Overall, substantial special measures are
needed to reduce existing gender gaps in food, health, education
and employment. SAARC and its structures have moved ahead
in a very slow pace without creating any momentum for the
common mind-set and a common development paradigm.
In this connection, vulnerable and marginalized groups in
the region have been suffering most without adequate safety
nets. The narrow interpretation of mere economic growth as
development, does not address the issue related to the human
development and the full enjoyment of economic, social and
cultural rights. The Workshop pointed out that supportive
policies with human rights strategy are needed for poverty
alleviation and building social infrastructure. Added to it are the
disputes between SAARC countries restraining it from moving
together collectively, given the marked commonalities relating
to languages, religions, traditions, histories and cultures.

49

governments through security lens rather than identifying
the root causes. Resulting to the various forms of extremism
and fundamentalism, most often derived from skewed
interpretations of religions, history and traditions, threatening
the social fabric of societies and disrupting social cohesion.
Some of them have acquired political legitimacy and become
a source of tension and communal violence in the region.
These factors have caused rift in the democratization process
in the region with serious consequences across the border.
These multiple challenges can’t t be tackled just by legal
and administrative measures, but rather through dynamic
processes of dialogue and cooperation amongst peoples,
religions and culture in the SAARC States, with fully ensuring
the fundamental freedoms, including freedom of association,
assembly and movement across the border without unnecessary
bureaucratic restrictions.
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8.
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The Workshop also looked at the status of specific groups
and individuals within the region, especially the indigenous
peoples and tribes, Dalits and minorities who call for urgent
attention both nationally and regionally. The multiple forms of
discrimination faced by those specific groups and individuals
are region specific, and demand broad based strategic plans,
given the fact that all SAARC countries, except Bhutan, have
ratified the International Convention on Elimination of all forms
of Racial Discrimination (ICERD), besides actively endorsing
the Durban Declaration and Programme of Action and its followup outcome of the Durban Review Conference (April 2009). In
stating it, the Workshop recalled the vibrant network of NGOs
in the SAARC region actively involved across the borders at
national and international levels. A common positioning
of SAARC countries could contribute significantly towards
eliminating this common evil, which seriously hinders peace
and security, development and human rights in the region.

9.
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Proceeding further, the Workshop took up the question of
women and children under SAARC, while welcoming the
appointment of a first woman Secretary – General as the
tenth Secretary -General of SAARC. The rights of women
and children rights are violated in the name of religion and
culture and they become particularly vulnerable to prejudice,
to exclusion and to public repudiation, not only by State forces
but by social actors as well. Despite some progress on initiatives
for children in the region, comprehensive protection systems
are still missing with child abuse and neglect remaining
a serious concern in all countries of the region. Most of the
human development reports for women and children of
the SAARC region have reported the worst, globally. The
importance of gender equality and women’s empowerment in
access to resources, justice and freedom of expression is yet to
be fully realized within the region. Despite commitments from
SAARC countries; mainstreaming women’s empowerment and
equality fully into policy formulation awaits realization. The
entire discourse has to change direction, moving away from a
merely instrumental approach and centering on women and
children as agency in building strong social infrastructure in
the region. The gaps could be reduced with the full compliance
of SAARC member States to the provisions of Convention on
the Elimination of All forms of Discrimination against Women
(CEDAW) and Convention on the Rights of the Children (CRC),
which all of them have ratified. With enabling forms of rightsbased approaches, the SAARC Convention on Preventing and
Combating Trafficking in Women and Children for Prostitution
and SAARC Convention on Regional Arrangement for the
Promotion of Child Welfare would acquire fresh momentum
as a time-bound and measurable implementation process.
Existing whole spectrum of women’s movements and child
rights network awaiting full involvement within the SAARC
framework could be a starting point of meaningful participation
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and engagement for a regional arrangement for the promotion
and protection of human rights.
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10. Given the above-mentioned realities, the Workshop took
into consideration the human rights commitments and their
implementation by SAARC governments. While ratification of
core treaties has increased, the obligations and commitments
have correspondingly multiplied, posing considerable
challenges of implementation. On the other hand, the record
of maintaining reservations to those treaties ratified, as well
as acceding to the optional protocols related to the respective
ratified treaties remains unchanged. Despite the fact that the
South Asia region as a whole has endorsed a significant number
of experts and Special Rapporteurs to the HRC and to the treaty
bodies, better utilization of UN Special Procedures of the UN
Human Rights Council (HRC) and mandate holders remains
remarkably low with a noticeable political unwillingness
to be fully engaged with UN human rights mechanisms.
Moreover, the track record of South Asian countries in
implementing recommendations of the UN bodies including
the recommendations arising out of the UPR process remained
low demanding further initiatives by the SAARC countries
for implementation. In this context, a regional arrangement
could be a useful platform to utilize existing opportunities
under the UPR with clearly organized national focal points
for follow up and civil society over sight. Taken together, the
Workshop recognized the importance of fully involving the
civil society, including NGOs, besides national institutions and
line ministries, which would considerably enhance the process
of bridging both the normative and implementation gaps
with better compliance to accepted human rights, norms and
standards.

12. The Workshop acknowledged that NHRIs of different calibre
and effectives have thrived in the region (except Pakistan and
Bhutan), and since 2009, have begun to meet among themselves,
arriving at specific resolutions. Besides, the NHRIs of SAARC
are actively involved with the Asia Pacific Forum of the National
Human Rights Institutions (APF) and with the International
Coordination Committee of NHRIs (ICC). Their statutory
functions have enabled the NHRIs to actively involve NGOs
and professionals to assist them in the promotion of the human
rights culture, among others, through human rights education,
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11. The Workshop in this respect looked at the arms of the
government of the SAARC States. The Judiciary in South
Asia, while striving to be independent despite pressures, has
demonstrated its strength, particularly, the justiciability of the
Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, setting bench marks
for others. However, there are many obstacles and deficits
in the administration of justice system within the SAARC
countries hindering the people from exercising their right of
access to justice. Common human rights jurisprudence for the
SAARC is still in the queue. There have been common sessions
of South Asian judges, which need to be periodic as well as
functional. The parliamentarians of SAARC have been holding
meetings among themselves, reviving the dream of a South
Asian Parliament that could infuse a new life into SAARC
and implement agreements in a decisive manner (July 2011,
New Delhi). On the other hand, SAARC Parliaments being the
lawmakers have to go an “extra mile’, overcoming some aspects
of antiquated post-colonial legacies in tackling human rights
issues including torture, disappearances, refugee protection,
extra-judicial killings and questions related to transitional
justice of post conflict situations. A better utilization of existing
Special Procedures mandates on the above areas of concern
would be a step forward in the right direction.
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and to prevent human rights violations. In certain cases, the
complementarities between the judiciary and the NHRIs in the
region have reached a stage of maturity, to provide an effective
mechanism to discharge state responsibility for the protection
of human rights within their jurisdiction. Such encouraging
developments could very well be further advanced through a
coherent system of regional arrangement. The Workshop also
pointed out that the Asian NGOs Network on NHRIs (ANNI)
carries out a regular nation-wise appraisal of the respective
NHRIs. It has been cited that ANNI as a network has been
influential in advancing international human rights principles
in the region. Here, it would be just and right for NHRIs from
SAARC to bring to the notice of SAARC those conclusions
and recommendations of the Advisory Council of Jurists
(ACJ) of the Asia Pacific Forum of NHRIs (APF) on specific
thematic concerns that have been codified under SAARC legal
framework, among others trafficking, terrorism, environment
etc.
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13. Having reviewed the existing SAARC scenario, including
some of its actors and players, the Workshop considered the
situation of human rights defenders (HRDs) and related NGOs
and other civil society organizations in the promotion and
protection of human rights within the SAARC region. They
faced the imposition of stringent regulations without adequate
recognition of their work. Yet, they continue to work under
trying circumstances and have significantly contributed to
upholding the rights of people in the region, especially those
marginalized sectors and groups. Their efforts, as well as the
constraints have been duly examined by UN Special Procedures
concerning HRDs and related recommendations have been
made to SAARC governments based on the UN Declaration
on Human Rights Defenders. They await recognition and
suitable arrangements for their full engagement from the

SAARC countries as a whole. These efforts are much needed
at the national level, with corresponding attention being given
at the regional level, particularly, to be fully engaged in the
implementation of SAARC treaties.
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14. Based on these deliberations, the Workshop noted that in
today’s geopolitical world, both bilateral and multilateral/
regional arrangements are not mutually exclusive, and that the
existing, as well as the emerging array of regional groupings
of diverse categories, are a common feature of sovereign states
trying to work together, handling a broad spectrum of issues
and areas of concern. The Workshop also looked at these
regional arrangements, particularly those dealing explicitly
with questions related to human rights. The recently constituted
ASEAN Intergovernmental Commission on Human Rights
(AICHR) is a good example, and its current Chair and
representative for Indonesia presented its experiences to the
participants. Regional co-operation and genuine dialogue
is the furtherance of human rights not only strengthens
national identities, but also helped each state to re-examine
the whole issue of sovereignty. Such arrangements could
accommodate regional specificities with better applicability of
universally agreed upon human rights norms and standards.
SAARC should engage itself more regionally so as to facilitate
such particularities without being contentious. This would
contribute much towards building confidence and trust
among its members and peoples. One such effort could be the
situation of fisher folk belonging to coastal and island states and
facing innumerable problems across the coastal boundaries.
SAARC could very well ameliorate the conditions related to
their living and livelihood through a common framework of
negotiations, given the fact that SAARC states are parties to
both the Conventions of the Law of the Seas and to a number
of international human rights treaties, measures based on
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such negotiations would avoid unwanted abuses, including
threats to their life, work and livelihood. Frequently, they are
treated arbitrarily, even facing torture, arbitrary detention,
loss of their catch and material, and more tragically, loss of
their lives. Another issue would be the case of migration both
within the South Asian region as well as outside. Some of the
SAARC countries are party to the UN Convention on Migrant
Workers that could coherently inform regional agreements. In
this connection the Workshop welcomed the Draft Disaster
Response Agreement (May 2011), given the fact that South Asia
as a whole is one of the most disaster prone areas. SAARC
agreements could very well integrate the guidelines of the
UN Special Representative on Internally Displaced Persons
based on, among others, the Tsunami in 2004 that affected
a number of SAARC countries. Interestingly, the SAARC
Sanitation Summit (April 2011) provides a good example
for multilateralism, taking into consideration that nearly 450
million people of South Asia are without proper sanitation
facilities. This Summit pointed out that expenditure on conflicts
must be diverted towards development, thereby offering a way
towards unpacking Article 7 of the Declaration on the Right to
Development.
15. Indicating the challenges and opportunities that exist for
SAARC as a regional body to move forward, the Workshop
pointed out that the flow of information and communications
from SAARC has limited visibility in the public domain. Much
of it is confined to a small body of civil servants and ministers,
hardly reaching out to the general public. On the other hand, at
the Thimpu Summit (29 April 2010) ‘the leaders laid emphasis
on effective communications and public diplomacy’ and ‘drew
attention in this regard to the need to reach out to different
sections of the South Asian Community,’ Good governance in

a ‘region of democracies’ calls for better access to information,
readily made available in the sphere. The print media has only
limited coverage of some SAARC events. There is an absence
of a public policy doctrine on SAARC and its manifestations.
Much of the implementation arrangements of SAARC
Conventions and treaties are seldom known to the South
Asian community. This calls for more consistent measures on
the part of those governing SAARC to communicate regularly
in this age of digitally interactive technology, thereby actively
interacting with all the state and non-State actors and players
within the region. These are active components of multiple
track diplomacy, currently pursued by NGOs and others. It
would ensure better people centred participation, scrutiny and
transparency. National efforts should have interlocking and
overarching sub-regional entities.

16.1. To the leaders of SAARC:
§ As per the Thimpu Summit Declaration of April 2010,
convene at the earliest possible occasions as ‘South Asian
Forum’ for formulating a ‘Vision Statement’ for SAARC
with the full involvement of eminent persons and other
stakeholders with consideration given to the promotion and
protection of human rights;
§ That the SAARC Social Charter and its principles and
objectives be fully operationalised, among others,
observance and protection of human rights through
an optional protocol to be examined by the Standing
Committee of SAARC;
§ That the SAARC Charter of Democracy currently under
consideration be expanded with necessary stipulations
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16. Taking on board all the deliberations of the two days demarche,
the participants at the Workshop put forward the following
recommendations addressed to specific parties.
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§

§

§
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§

§

incorporating the provisions of the Universal Declaration
of Human Rights (UDHR), and other already ratified
international human rights instruments, with suitable
arrangements for the meaningful participation of civil
society, including NGOs in its implementation;
That the provision regarding relations with nongovernmental bodies under the Convention on Regional
Arrangements for the Promotion of Child Welfare in South
Asia be put into practice, engaging NGOs;
That the leaders of SAARC through existing structures
of SAARC facilitate better flow of information and
communications enabling SAARC to reach out to different
sections of the South Asian community;
That the leaders of SAARC look into the possibilities of
arriving at a multilateral framework for the welfare and
livelihood of fisher folk in the region;
That the leaders of SAARC in promoting gender equality
and women’s empowerment consider gender mainstreaming
into all areas of SAARC involvement;
That the leaders of SAARC in tackling food insecurity and
hunger in the region seriously pursue special measures in
overcoming child malnutrition and regulating rising food
prices;
That the 17th SAARC Summit scheduled to take place in the
Maldives on 10-11 November 2011 explore the path towards
the establishment of a regional human rights mechanism
with attendant procedural rights for the participation of all.

16.2. To the SAARC Parliamentarians and Speakers:
§ That as principal lawmakers, they continue to interact
periodically through the ‘Conclave of SAARC
Parliamentarians’, and among others, initiate the modalities
towards the explicit promotion and protection of human
rights, thereby ensuring the full implementation of the

SAARC Social Charter and SAARC Charter of Democracy,
with adequate overseeing;
§ That in their law-making function, they pay attention to
normative gaps regarding human rights concerns.
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16.3 To the National Human Rights Institutions (NHRIs) of South
Asia:
§ That the NHRIs of South Asia maintain their biannual
meetings addressing cross –border human rights violations
with concerted efforts towards finding remedies;
§ That the NHRIs of South Asia, while interfacing with each
other, give due attention to the development of a common
regional human rights mechanism as an essential building
block for the protection of human rights in the region, and
also involving NGOs;
§ That the NHRIs of South Asia undertake initiatives
towards mainstreaming the general conclusions and
recommendations of the Asia Pacific Forum of National
Human Rights Institutions (APF) and its Advisory Council
of Jurists (ACJ) regarding SAARC-specific mandates,
particularly on environment, torture, trafficking and
terrorism etc.;
§ That the NHRIs of South Asia, in addition to their
conferences, hold periodical joint consultations with NGOs
regarding areas of common concern, especially related to
the protection of human rights of a cross-border nature;
§ That the NHRIs of South Asia explore the possibilities of
better coordination and joint action with other National
Institutions in the SAARC countries, thereby effectively
enhancing national human rights mechanisms;
§ That the NHRIs of South Asia together with NGOs
actively recommend to the SAARC governments to more
systematically utilize existing UN human rights mechanisms
within their respective jurisdictions;
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§ That the NHRIs of South Asia continue to cooperate with
NGOs in pursuing the path towards the establishment of a
regional human rights mechanism as manifested through
their active presence and participation at the sub-regional
workshops.

60

16.4. To the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights (UNHCHR):
§ That besides providing active support and accompaniment
to the initiatives jointly undertaken by NHRIs and NGOS
towards a sub-regional human rights mechanism, the
UNHCHR pursue efforts towards a visible field presence of
the OHCHR in South Asia with a programmatic approach.
§
16.5. To the Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights
(OHCHR):
§ That the OHCHR, having been actively present at the subregional workshop for the establishment of sub-regional
human rights mechanisms, should move forward, addressing
the normative gaps from a human rights perspective and
continue to support and to facilitate the steps taken together
towards the creation of such a mechanism for SAARC.
16.6. To the Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs):
§ That the NGOs together with other civil society
organizations, people’s movements and other like-minded
bodies, continue to remain focused on setting up a subregional human rights mechanism by constituting an
informal working group as a task force on SAARC and
Human Rights with a strategic plan of action;
§ That the informal working group, with members from
each SAARC country establish contacts with the SAARC
Standing Committee so as to initiate efforts for the
mechanism on human rights as a new area of cooperation,
as well as with the SAARC Secretariat
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§ That the NGOs, together with the informal working group,
establish national focal points for lobbying and advocacy
at national and sub-regional levels, thereby expanding the
efforts for the mechanism on human rights;
§ That the concerned NGOs, with the support of FORUMASIA, explore the possibilities of engaging with SAARC
and its activities, particularly concerning women and
children, currently operational through existing SAARC
Conventions;
§ That the programme of national workshops and seminars
presently organized through FORUM-ASIA’s South Asia
Programme be continued with the presence and participation
of NHRIs, Parliamentarians, Judges, academicians, experts
and the media, with a focus on unfolding a double multitrack approach;
§ That the NGOs maintain regular contacts with the OHCHR
concerning human rights questions and pursue the path
towards a sub-regional human rights mechanism, wherever
possible (this may include other UN agencies, UN country
team etc.);
§ That the NGOs and others strive to spread information on
SAARC and its activities, especially those related to human
rights, through their own websites and other relevant means
of communication;
§ That the NGOs, together with the informal working group,
pay close attention to the forthcoming 17th SAARC Summit
and its agenda and programme for work with a view towards
convening their own event, especially through people’s
SAARC or through new outlets;
§ That the NGOs progressively evaluate all the measures
taken, thereby canvassing positive support for a subregional human rights mechanism;
§ That the NGOs may look into the existing SAARC Regional
Centres, SAARC National Coordination Committee for
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implementation with a view towards encouraging people’s
participation in related matters;
§ That the NGOs and civil society continue to lobby with their
respective governments for the ratification of human rights
treaties which are not yet ratified, as well as advocating
processes towards the ratification if the optional protocols
related to each particular human rights treaty;
§ That the NGOs continue to intensify their efforts within
their respective countries for better utilization of existing
Special Procedures, including the possibility of extending
a standing invitation to all Special Procedures mandate
holders;
§ That the NGOs, along with other concerned HR
organizations, actively pursue the follow-up to the first
round of UPR and remain fully engaged in the preparations
for the Second Round of UPR (2012) besides informing
their respective governments and NHRIs through dialogue
and cooperation.
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16.7. To the South Asian Media, including the South Asian Free
Media Association:
§ To ensure the South Asian media makes wider coverage on
the human rights issue of the region
§ To disseminate the information for the protection and
promotion of human rights in South Asia from human
rights perspective
§ To work together with SAARC affiliated media networks
and other media for the defence of freedom of expression
and fundamental freedom in South Asia.

Testimonies*
South Asia Human Rights Mechanism is part of a process which is
urgently needed. The issues are clear and non-negotiable. South Asia
is the only region which doesn’t have a human rights mechanism. We
have to build jurisprudence standards. It will have to be propelled
and controlled by the people of South Asia.
-Vrinda Grover, Lawyer and activist
If South Asia has a human rights mechanism, it will be an example of
inter-governmental cooperation. South Asia lacks a strong regional
mechanism. The governments can make commitments through the
regional SAARC which speaks of universal respect for human rights.
- Peter Kenmore, Representative, Food and Agricultural
Organization (FAO) in India
Discrimination unites the whole of South Asia. Caste discrimination
has specific part in Pakistan and Bangladesh. South Asian countries
have to find a way out to deal with it.
- Paul Divakar, NCDHR
From Sri Lanka to Afghanistan people suffer while perpetrators
enjoy impunity. The people and governments of South Asia must
come together immediately to prevent any further violation. This
is the only way in which we can ensure peace and stability in the
region.
- Henri Tiphagne, People’s Watch
The regional mechanisms in other parts of the world have made
considerable contributions in promoting and protecting human
rights and democracy. SAARC, which is best poised to host such
a mechanism in South Asia must also follow the good practices in
other regions. SAARC member States must thus formally engage
in discussions for the establishment of a South Asian human rights
mechanism at the upcoming SAARC summit.
- Miloon Kothari, former Convenor, RISAHRM
* Testimonies recorded during national workshops organized by RISAHRM and
FORUM-ASIA

