
THE PROMOTION & PROTECTION OF HUMAN

RIGHTS IN THE CONTEXT OF PEACEFUL PROTEST

To take stock of progress made in respecting and ensuring human rights in the context of

assemblies. Here, the panel discussion was to draw particular attention to existing tools to

assist States in the management of assemblies with due respect for human rights, and assess

their effective implementation;

To discuss emerging challenges and opportunities, such as the impact of new technologies

and the online space on the rights to freedom of peaceful assembly, of expression and of

association, which would require further work and clarification;

To identify areas where further guidance and cooperation may be needed.

Chair: H.E. Yuri Borissov Sterk, Vice-President of the Human Rights Council

Opening statement: Michelle Bachelet, United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights

Panellists: 

Clément Nyaletsossi Voule, Special Rapporteur on the rights to freedom of peaceful

assembly and of association

Yuval Shany, Hersch Lauterpacht Chair in Public International Law at the Hebrew

University of Jerusalem and former Chair of the Human Rights Committee

Lysa John, Secretary-General of CIVICUS

Commissioner Luís Carrilho, United Nations Police Adviser

Furthermore, representatives from UN member states, human rights institutions and NGOs

intervened from the floor for statements and questions. 

The objectives of the panel discussion were the following:

The speakers were the following:

Opening statement

by Michelle Bachelet, United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights

In the past few years, there has been a movement for change. This is a reminder that people

should come together on universal human desire. Covid-19 and climate change threaten people’s 
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ives. Governments need criticism and new ideas. Here, the right to protest is essential for

effective policy-making. The Special Rapporteur has given a disturbing report on the right to

peaceful protest. This included crackdowns and punishment on peaceful protesters and monitors

of protests. Furthermore, the development of technology has brought with it new complications,

where we see surveillance of peaceful protesters. In the Human Rights Council, we have come

with several policy recommendations on the issue of peaceful protests. Furthermore, we have

monitored human rights situations, as seen with for instance the thematic reports on the right to

association. We will continue to monitor human rights violations in the context of peaceful

protests. Civil society, as well as journalists, are playing an essential role in the protection and

monitoring of peaceful protests. However, they are often in great danger under a shrinking civic

space. The Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights will continue

carrying out its tasks to monitor and produce policy recommendations on human rights in the

context of peaceful protests.

Panel discussion

Presentation by Clément Nyaletsossi Voule, Special Rapporteur on the rights to freedom of

peaceful assembly and of association:

First of all, there has been a development within the international community on the right to

freedom of peaceful assembly and peaceful association since the mandate of the Special

Rapporteur on that matter was established over ten years ago.Here, the thematic reports give a

normative mandate on the matter and give recommendations for policies. Furthermore, several

resolutions have been passed, stating that protesters should not be seen as a threat there are

several resolutions that protesters and that protesters should not be seen as a threat. However,

we see a lack of willingness to introduce recommendations described in the thematic reports by

governments over the world. We are concerned about the occurrence of sexual violence against

peaceful protesters and journalists. In the context of technological developments, we see how

the development in technology has been abused by both state and non-state actors against

peaceful protesters, as well as it has been used to spread misinformation. This creates a

shrinking civic space. We also see how governments have shut down internet sources used for

peaceful protests with questionable references to questionable arguments to national security.

Furthermore, COVID-19 has been used to, at times, introduce restrictions that are unjustified.

Government should thus not make use of disproportionate measures in the combatting of

COVID-19. This development is very worrisome. 

Presentation by Yuval Shany, Hersch Lauterpacht Chair in Public International Law at the

Hebrew University of Jerusalem and former Chair of the Human Rights Committee:

Peaceful protesters should be seen as human rights defenders. There are several comments that

have underscored the right to peaceful protest. Here, General comment 37 to the International

Covenant on Civil and Political Rights is especially relevant for today’s theme. The right to 
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protest does not give the right to violent protest. All formats of a protest are to be left in the

hands of the organizers of the protest: whether online or physical. Furthermore, there is a

protection of journalists and o monitors at protests. Likewise, organisers should only be held

accountable for their own actions and their own actions alone: not for the others attending the

protest. The general comment also gives guidance on the policing of assemblies. The police

should communicate with the organizers if the organizers agree to have communication with the

police. The comment gives guidance on the usage of firearms, where the usage of firearms

should only be the last resort as well as an incidence involving firearms should be investigated

properly. Furthermore, measures to shut down internet access should only be used in very

extreme cases. Lastly, facial recognition technologies should never be used in the context of

peaceful protests. 

Presentation by Lysa John, Secretary-General of CIVICUS

Over the last couple of years, there has been a development, where people coming together to

speak have gotten better conditions. At the same time, however, we witness many violations of

the right to peacefully protest. We witness arbitrary detention. Here, states must release

peaceful protesters and drop charges as well as end bureaucratic regulations. We have

furthermore witnessed the usage of lethal force in at least 28 cases. We have identified four

challenges when it comes to authorities’ crackdown on the freedom of assembly: Firstly, we see

the usage of emergency laws, especially in the context of COVID-19. Secondly, states use

internet shutdowns to repress peaceful protests. This has especially been seen under COVID-19,

as more people have moved only, as well as it has been used against already marginalized

groups. Thirdly, there is an increase in the usage of artificial intelligence to identify and harass

peaceful protesters. Fourthly, authorities make use of financial repressions, such as the closing

of banking accounts, in a crackdown on the right to peaceful protest. Therefore, there should be

proportionality in terms of measures used to combat COVID-19. States must drop charges

against and free detained and arrested peaceful protesters. Here, all sections of the

international community must work together to stop this. 

Presentation by Commissioner Luís Carrilho, United Nations Police Adviser:

Since the first UN Police mission in DR Congo, we have grown significantly. It is important to

build accountable police forces, that respect human rights law. Every single UN officer is a

human rights officer. Therefore, the UN Police must develop the best practices to comply with

human rights law. This is done in the collaboration with host-nations. Together with member

states and the UN agencies, we have developed guidelines on how to have harmonized

approach to policing. This is especially important as the UN Police come from over 90 different

countries, why there is a need for standardization within the UN Police. In the UN Police, we

follow standards that recognize the freedom of assembly and the rights of peaceful protests.

Our goal is to facilitate people’s right to assembly. The implication of these strategies requires

special skills that we develop within the UN Police units. 
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