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SUMMARY OF THE CONFERENCE 

ACHRS participated in the first forum on Conflict Prevention and The Protection of The Human Rights 

of Minorities in the Middle East due to the role it plays in conducting research on the issues of 

minorities within and outside Jordan. The main purpose of the Africa-Middle East Regional Forum 

was to provide regional insights on the issue, which will feed into the thematic work of the Special 

Rapporteur, Dr. Fernand de Varennes, on minority issues for his report to the 49th session of the 

UN Human Rights Council in Geneva in March 2022. The discussions that took place during the 

forum will also inform the work and recommendations of the 14th session of the Forum on Minority 

Issues, which will take place in Geneva in December 2021.  

About 50 countries were represented in the 256-participant forum, the first of its kind under the 

assignment of the Special Rapporteur on Minority Issues. This effort was further fruitful due to the 

fact that it was held online which fostered insightful feedback and recommendations on issues 

related to minorities from all participants. The forum produced a final document with 69 

recommendations that sought to be enforced by international and domestic mechanisms in the 

region for the protection of minorities.  

The conference took place over the course of two days and was divided into four overarching 

themes informed by the framework of international human rights law and standards:  

1. Substantive root causes of contemporary conflicts involving minorities 

2. Normative framework: the human rights of minorities and conflict prevention 



 

 

3. Obstacles to implementing the rights of minorities and early effective conflict prevention 

4. Ways forward towards addressing gaps in human rights mechanisms to protect minorities 

and prevent conflicts 

 

 

 

DAY 1  

 

Day one began with a welcome from Ms. Dawda Jallow, Justice of the Republic of Gambia, who 

highlighted the root causes of minority-involved conflict. She pointed to the dangers of 

authoritarianism and the close relationship between a power-seeking state and human rights 

violations, especially in places where states are composed of ethnically diverse people. Another very 

important point was made by Jordan’s own Ambassador Haifa Abu Ghazaleh, who highlighted that 

in order to effectively protect the rights of minorities, there needs to be cross-boundary cooperation 

and increased codification in the domestic laws of such countries of such protections. Cross-

boundary cooperation is one of the biggest challenges we identified in the proliferation of regional 

conflicts. Since the ethnic composition of the Middle East and North Africa Region is so diverse, 

authoritarian regimes can easily stigmatize minority groups and use internal divisions for their own 

benefit. Cross-boundary cooperation, then, is less likely given the difference in states’ political 

interests.  

Dr. Fernand de Varennes, Special Rapporteur on Minority Issues, then officially declared the forum 

open and gave a brief overview of the importance of this forum on finding sustainable solutions to 

this region’s armed conflicts. Minorities, he identified, are oftentimes at the crossfires of armed 

conflicts. And due to recurring discrimination, they are more often than not already in vulnerable 

situations. Not only does the result of armed conflict affects minorities, but conflicts can also grow 

out of the discrimination, lack of inclusion, injustice and violations of human rights that are targeted 

against specific groups. He emphasized the need for a normative framework based on human rights 

law and international accountability and cooperation to protect minorities and vulnerable 

populations.  

 

HIGH LEVEL STATE PANEL 

Dr. de Varennes introduced the first panel, the High-Level State Panel. Although not a thematic one 

in nature, the High-Level State Panel included valuable policy recommendations from Ms. Bafou Jen, 

Minister of Justice in the republic of Gambia, and H.E. Dr. Turki Abdulla Al-Mahmoud, Acting Head 

of Human Rights Department, in Qatar. Ms. Jen’s assessments were based on the judicial system. 

The Justice promoted measures to end all forms of discrimination and to codify normative equality 

in domestic laws. She noted that, in the Gambia for example, she focused her efforts on women 

rights and on producing instruments to promote the representation of women in parliament and 

their protection from violence.  

Unlike the hard policies which Ms. Jen proposed for the protection of minorities, Dr. Turki Abdulla 

Al-Mahmoud, focused on more soft initiatives to the approach surrounding minorities. Among the 



 

 

things on which he focused was the Interfaith Discourse that takes place between Qatar and Saudi 

Arabia, as well as the outpouring of funding for the education for minorities. One of Dr. Abdulla’s 

strongest point was the unique role of diplomatic initiatives to prevent conflict. As a foreign minister 

himself, he pointed to Qatar’s role in hosting the talks between the U.S. and the Taliban earlier that 

year. This is a very important takeaway from the conference, that I believe was not fully developed. 

Diplomatic initiatives can go a long way, especially when the pressure comes from states providing 

funding to governments initiating conflicts.  

More specifically, conflicts affecting the Middle East at this current time are the product of external 

powers vying for political and military influence in the region. Little speculation surrounds the 

involvement of Russia and Iranian proxies in Syria, as well as Iranian arms support in Yemen. Dr. de 

Varenes indicated that the “flames of hatred” are oftentimes kindled by political leaders, and those 

who support them, who prey on minority groups and demonize them. When repressive regimes are 

in power, the likelihood that top-down policies for the protection of minorities will be codified in 

legal systems is very low, so there needs to be external diplomatic pressure put on these regimes to 

protect minorities from suffering conflict-based violence.  

 

THEMATIC SESSION 1 — SUBSTANTIVE ROOT CAUSES OF CONTEMPORARY CONFLICTS INVOLVING 

MINORITIES  

The first out of four thematic sessions was headstarted by Ms. Seenaa Jimjimo, Executive Director 

of the Oromo Legacy Leadership & Advocacy Association, Mr. Hedi Sarkar, Program Manager of the 

Alliance of Iraqi Minorities Network, and Ms. Laura Anyola Tufon, Coordinator of Justice and Peace 

Commission. The most substantive in essence, this session attempted at identifying the elements 

that lead to ethnic conflict in order to preemptively stop them before they start.  

In the case of Africa, and I would argue the Middle East as well, Ms. Jimjimo identified colonial 

influences in the continent that led to the division of people according to natural resources and not 

their own organic ethnic, linguistic or religious groups. “The strong colonial footprint,” she said, “is 

still present until this day”. This is seen in the fight for self-determination that is still ongoing, and 

the external influences from previous colonial powers in the domestic affairs of the modern-states 

of Africa. In her case, as part of the Oromo people group in Ethiopia, she sees Italian influence in 

domestic affairs as an affront to Ethiopia’s sovereignty and self-determination. She also pointed to 

the need for the United Nations Human Rights Council to invite representatives of minority groups 

instead of making invitations strictly state-centered.  

Mr. Sarkar, echoing the same feelings as Ms. Jimjimo, attributed the current state of affairs to 

colonial occupations of indigenous lands and the violent killings of minorities. However, while the 

first speakers hoped for further self-determination and independence, Ms. Tufon spoke from her 

experience in Cameroon that secessionism also leads to violence. The lack of natural and financial 

resources and the maldistribution of such, in her opinion, leads to further inequalities and can spur 

further conflict as minorities compete for resources within the territory.  

 

 

 



 

 

THEMATIC SESSION 2 — NORMATIVE FRAMEWORK: THE HUMAN RIGHTS OF MINORITIES AND 

CONFLICT PREVENTION  

The second thematic session focused on frameworks that can be used to understand and codify the 

rights of minorities in both domestic and international law. Dr. de Varennes emphasized the 

importance of focusing recommendations on minorities and not “people groups” which are treated 

differently under international law. This panel included Aoife Hegarty, OHCHR Regional Office for 

the Middle East and North Africa, Mr. Solomon Ayele Dersso, Chair of the African Commission on 

Human and Peoples' Rights, Judge Jamila Mohamed, Chairperson of Kenya’s National Committee on 

the Prevention of Genocide, and Beza Dessalegn, Assistant Professor at the Hawassa University in 

Ethiopia.  

Mr. Hegarty began by speaking to one of the challenges that international organizations face while 

creating normative frameworks for protecting minorities. “Minorities do not always want to self-

identify as minorities,” he said, or sometimes are unable to due to citizenship laws in which the 

citizenship is based on the identity of the father. This is an issue that ACHRS believes Jordan must 

address as well, as this patriarchal-based mode of granting citizenship has led to thousands of 

children becoming stateless within Jordan. Within the Kingdom, the issue of citizenship affects 

national minorities such as Syrian and Palestinian refugees.  

Expanding on the long-term effects of colonialism, Mr. Derso further added that the term “diversity” 

alludes to cultural imperialism, which then leads to a rejection of the term by minorities. 

Furthermore, he added, a suppression of ethnocultural diversity leads to resistance and instability 

in the countries in which minorities live. Ms. Dessalegn expressed that up to this point in the 

conference, there had been no discussion of sexual minorities, oftentimes a taboo subject in the 

Middle East and Africa.  

To conclude this session, Justice Jamila Mohammed pointed to the detrimental factors that 

discrimination and the oppression of minorities bring. In her striking speech, she argued that 

discrimination leads to a lack of hope for a better future, which then makes it easier for people to 

“take up arms and create instability, not only within the country, but also in the region as whole.” 

Her analysis is further cemented in the evidence of modern conflicts, at least in the Middle East, in 

which the oppression of minorities and a dissatisfaction with the political, economic, and social 

system lead to violence.  

 

 

 

DAY 2  

 

THEMATIC SESSION 3 — OBSTACLES TO IMPLEMENTING THE RIGHTS OF MINORITIES AND EARLY 

EFFECTIVE CONFLICT PREVENTION 

Some of the challenges that were identified in this thematic session were those related to the 

environmental, monetary and human capacities of countries. Mr.  Geofrey Sabiiti, coordinator of 

Africa Conflict Prevention and Peace Building, addressed most aspects of these challenges. With 

regards to the environmental limitations of states, Mr. Sabiiti pointed to climate change. One of the 



 

 

challenges that climate change poses, in his view, is that climate changes disproportionately affect 

minorities. Yet, due to the lack of political enterprise, minorities can neither create nor enforce 

substantive policies to address it. His remarks in regards to environmental pressures are incredibly 

true for the Kingdom of Jordan as well. The Kingdom currently suffers from a severe water crisis, 

which further exacerbates the resentment against national minorities such as Syrian refugees.  

The second challenge brought up by Mr. Sabiiti was the lack of financial resources with which states 

count. States that lack the monetary funding to provide the basic needs for its citizens are, more 

often than not, willing to deprive minorities and politically powerless groups. The only solution to 

this problem might be international aid, since underdevelopment is a challenge that many of these 

countries face.  

Lastly, the lack of human capital was also identified as an obstacle in implementing the rights of 

minorities. In order to report the violations of the human rights of minorities, states need to hold 

and maintain a high level of human capital in the form of law enforcement and reporting agencies. 

This in and of itself is not a comprehensive solution as people in positions of power can still act with 

biases against minorities. As a recommendation, Mr. Sabiiti advocated for the economic 

empowerment of minorities and the institutionalization of entities that deal with human rights.  

 

THEMATIC SESSION 4 — WAYS FORWARD TOWARDS ADDRESSING GAPS IN HUMAN RIGHTS 

MECHANISMS TO PROTECT MINORITIES AND PREVENT CONFLICTS 

The last thematic session was focused on addressing the challenges identified in Session 3 and 

coming up with mechanisms to protect minorities. The main takeaway from this last session was 

the concept of “powerful minorities” and political representation in systems of governance. Brought 

by Ms. Basma M. Habib, High Commission for Human Right in Iraq, “powerful minorities” 

encapsulate groups of people who are considered minorities under international law, but that hold 

unevenly distributed political power over other minorities. She argues that this is the case in political 

systems in which minorities are allotted seats in parliament, for example. She pointed to the 

example of Iraq, in which political figures are selected by the main political parties and lack 

independence and legitimacy with minorities.  

Another point brought up by Ms. Habib was those countries with a track record of oppressing, or 

discriminating against minorities likely do not have the legal mechanisms nor the incentives to 

guarantee the protection of minorities. Pressure to create these mechanisms will have to come from 

international organizations such as the UN and great powers seated at the UN Security Council.  

At the end of the two-day conference, ACHRS was able to contribute to the final report on 

recommendations which the Special Rapporteur will present first in the 14th session of the Forum 

on Minority Issues, which will take place in Geneva in December 2021, and later in the 49th session 

of the UN Human Rights Council in Geneva in March 2022. ACHRS strongly believes in the power of 

civil society and its advocacy on minority issues and issues related to human rights. Furthermore, 

ACHRS applauds the Special Procedures Division for creating an avenue in which NGOs, think thanks, 

and experts can come together to solve today’s most complex humanitarian crises. We look forward 

to collaborating with the United Nations in future forums, and in further codifying the rights of 

minorities in international and domestic law in Jordan.  


