
Protecting 
Human Rights 
in Times of 
Protest and 
Uprising
Documenting and Reporting 
to the United Nations

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Introduce The Advocates for Human Rights



Trainers
• Amy Bergquist, Senior Staff 

Attorney, International Justice 
Program 

• Madeline Lohman, Senior 
Researcher

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Introduce yourselves



Key Resources

Human Rights Tools for a Changing World: A 
Step-by-Step Guide to Human Rights Fact-
Finding, Documentation, and Advocacy

Discover Human Rights: A Human Rights 
Approach to Social Justice Work

https://www.theadvocatesforhumanrights.org/
manuals

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Introduce key resources, how to access them

https://www.theadvocatesforhumanrights.org/manuals


Agenda

• Identifying government actions as 
human rights violations

• Documenting and reporting human 
rights violations to UN

• Leveraging reports in advocacy 
strategies



Presenter
Presentation Notes
Protests happening worldwide. 

Sparked by the killing of George Floyd in Minneapolis, communities across the United States have risen up to protest police killings of Black men and the entrenched structural racism and white supremacy in which these killings fester.

Important exercise of human rights to opinion, expression, assembly, and association in response to gross human rights violations – the extrajudicial killings of Black men (and Black women, trans persons, and Brown people). 



Presenter
Presentation Notes
In part because law enforcement has been the target of the protests and in part because of the administration’s decision to deploy armed federal agents to communities, violence by police toward protestors has been reported across the country.

Potential examples:
Elderly white man in Buffalo knocked to ground, left with severe head injury
Use of sublethal and chemical weapons



Video by Kelly Lacy from Pexels

Presenter
Presentation Notes
US-based activists struggle to find language to convey the nature and gravity of the situation and to hold government actors accountable for their actions. 

The language and tools of human rights – which developed to address the myriad ways which governments inflict harm upon their people – can help.

https://www.pexels.com/@kelly-lacy-1179532?utm_content=attributionCopyText&utm_medium=referral&utm_source=pexels
https://www.pexels.com/photo/aerial-view-of-protesters-walking-on-a-street-4553802/?utm_content=attributionCopyText&utm_medium=referral&utm_source=pexels


Human Rights Goals

• Dignity
• Freedom
• Equality
• Justice
• Peace

Presenter
Presentation Notes
So where does a human rights approach come from? 

Human rights are a set of standards that protect the dignity and freedom of individuals. And they are the foundation of equality, justice, and peace.  As the preamble to the UDHR states, Whereas recognition of the inherent dignity and of the equal and inalienable rights of all members of the human family is the foundation of freedom, justice, and peace in the world.” 

The goal of human rights is to create conditions so people can live with dignity, freedom, equality, justice and peace.



Human Rights Approach



Human Rights Strategies

Address root causes

Empower rights-holders

Work with 
responsible 
authorities

Protect 
marginalized
groups

Presenter
Presentation Notes
In practice, applying a human rights-based approach as an organization means taking the criteria necessary for securing human rights (Safety and Security, Non-discrimination, Accountability, and Participation) and translating those criteria into practical strategies that can be incorporated into your social justice work (see graphic).  The strategies are: 

Address the root causes of the problem
Protect  marginalized groups 
Work with responsible authorities
Empower rights-holders

The strategies seem really basic and many people are already using some, if not all of them.  However, the value of a rights-based approach is that it integrates all of the elements into a single framework and allows problems to be addressed holistically.  
Now we will look at each of these strategies in turn.





What’s 
happening on 
the ground?
• Proactive Arrests
• Rubber Bullets
• Unidentified Agents

Photo by Aloïs Moubax from Pexels

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Madeline: Human rights violations can take place within the context of protests.

Armed state actors exercising force
Repression of views opposing state/government
Arrests without probable cause of a crime / “proactive arrests”
Detention without charge

Are these human rights violations?

https://www.pexels.com/@aloismoubax?utm_content=attributionCopyText&utm_medium=referral&utm_source=pexels
https://www.pexels.com/photo/three-firemen-standing-near-trees-2348809/?utm_content=attributionCopyText&utm_medium=referral&utm_source=pexels


International 
Standards Protect 
Protestors

• U.S. response is not unique –
common repressive tactics used 
worldwide

• Bringing U.S. struggle to global 
stage helps all protestors

• Affirms importance of human 
rights globally



What rights 
are being 
violated?



Right to life and security of the person

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The right to life and to security of the person means not only do people have the right to be free from extrajudicial killings (such as George Floyd), they have a right to be free from harm at the hands of state actors while exercising other fundamental human rights�
Photo by Josh Hild from Pexels
�



Freedom of opinion and expression
Peaceful assembly and association

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Protest is an important exercise of human rights to opinion, expression, assembly, and association.



Arbitrary arrests and detentions
Enforced disappearances
Extrajudicial killings

Photo by Rosemary Ketchum from Pexels

https://www.pexels.com/@ketchumcommunity?utm_content=attributionCopyText&utm_medium=referral&utm_source=pexels
https://www.pexels.com/photo/man-wearing-black-officer-uniform-1464230/?utm_content=attributionCopyText&utm_medium=referral&utm_source=pexels


Photo by Life Matters from Pexels

Non-discrimination

https://www.pexels.com/@life-matters-3043471?utm_content=attributionCopyText&utm_medium=referral&utm_source=pexels
https://www.pexels.com/photo/woman-holding-a-sign-in-protest-4613880/?utm_content=attributionCopyText&utm_medium=referral&utm_source=pexels


Documenting 
Human Rights 

Violations



What facts are important to document

Names of 
victims

Demographic 
information

Activity or 
affiliation that 

triggered violation

Officials

Uniform/insignia

Identification

Setting

Time

Date

Place

Violation-
specific

Held in an 
unmarked vehicle

Sitting on sidewalk 
when arrested

Injured by sub-
lethal weapon



Documenting the incident

Video Audio Witnesses

Photo MD report
Tickets, charges, 

conditional 
releases

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Draw illustrations from human rights violations we’ve documented or reported in other countries



What are “special 
procedures”?

Independent experts at the United 
Nations who act on complaints of 
alleged human rights violations by 
sending communications to 
governments

Presenter
Presentation Notes
monitor the situation in countries through visits;
conduct thematic studies and organize expert consultations;
contribute to the development of international human rights standards;
engage in advocacy and raise public awareness;
and provide advice for technical cooperation to Governments.




Working Groups

Arbitrary 
Detention

Enforced or 
Involuntary 

Disappearances

People of 
African Descent



Special Rapporteurs (Individual Experts)

Extrajudicial 
executions

Freedom of opinion 
and expression

Freedom of 
peaceful assembly 
and of association

Human rights 
defenders

Minority issues Racism and racial 
discrimination

Torture and other 
cruel, inhuman or 

degrading 
treatment



What are 
“communications”?

• Letters that Special Procedures send to
Governments and others (e.g., businesses)

• Summarizing allegations of human 
rights violations

• Requesting information

• Possible topics:
• past human rights violations
• on-going or imminent human rights 

violations
• bills, laws, or policies



What is the 
purpose of “communications”?

VISIBILITY REMEDIES PUBLIC AWARENESS

Presenter
Presentation Notes
draw the attention of Governments and others to alleged human rights violations;
ask that the violations be prevented, stopped,  investigated, or that remedial action be taken;
report to the Human Rights Council on communications sent and replies received, therefore raising public awareness on individual and group cases as well as legislative and policy developments they have addressed in a given period.



Process

Submission by 
Victim/Witness

Special Procedure 
Communication
to Government

Government  
Response



What are the 
criteria for 

submissions?

• factual description of alleged violations 
of human rights

• based on credible and detailed 
information

• no abusive language
• not exclusively based on media reports
• not "manifestly unfounded or 

politically motivated“
• submitted by individual, group, civil-

society organization, inter-
governmental entity or national human 
rights body











What happens 
to a 
“submission”?

• Screened and sent to the relevant Special
Procedures

• Staff may request additional information
• Not all submissions become communications

• Communications to governments are 
confidential for 60 days

• Check the 
database: https://spcommreports.ohchr.org/

• Transmitted communications are published 
in one of the three reports compiling the 
communications to the Human Rights 
Council each year.

https://spcommreports.ohchr.org/
















Consent and 
Confidentiality

• Alleged victims WILL be named in 
communications

• Allows government to 
investigate and respond to 
specific allegations

• Very limited exceptions if concerns 
with security of the alleged victims

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Because communications are aimed at soliciting a response on the measures taken to stop, investigate the violations, punish those responsible and provide remedies to victims, these have to be as comprehensive, detailed and precise as possible. Therefore, communications sent to a Government or an intergovernmental organisation, a business, a military or security company, will by default include the name(s) of the alleged victim(s). However, if the victim(s) or her/his/their representatives make(s) it clear in the submission that concerns relating to the security of the alleged victim(s) exist, the experts may exceptionally decide to withhold the victims’ names from the communication. 



Consent and 
Confidentiality

• Reports to the Human Rights Council 
include case summaries, including 
names of alleged victims

• Exceptions:
• minors
• alleged victims of sexual violence
• clear security concerns

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Reports compiling communications sent and responses received are published in a report prepared for each session of the Human Rights Council. These reports contain the letters sent by the experts, including the names of the alleged victims – except alleged victims under 18 years of age or alleged victims of sexual violence, whose names are not published. If it is clear from the submission that concerns relating to the security of the alleged victim(s) exist, the report will not mention the victim(s) by name.



Consent and 
Confidentiality

• Special procedures REQUIRE victim consent

• Submission must state whether victim (or 
family or representative) consents to:
• Disclosure of name to the government
• Publication of name in the report to the 

Human Rights Council

• Without consent to disclose the victim's name 
to the government, the Special Procedures 
typically will not take any action.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
It is extremely important that alleged victims and/or their families or representatives indicate in their submissions whether they DO or DO NOT consent that:
the names of the victims be disclosed in the communications to Governments, intergovernmental organisations, businesses, military or security companies.
the names of the victims appear in a public report to the Human rights Council.





How much time does the process take?

Urgent cases = staff may take initial action within 24 hours

One month or more for the Special Procedures to prepare the communication

60 days after the communication, it becomes public

Current US administration: 
37% response rate, average time 89 days 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The experts strive to act as quickly as possible on the submission of information, with attention given to the most serious and urgent cases. Cases may be taken up within 24 hours of their submission. However, it may take longer particularly when sufficient information is not available in the submission. You should provide detailed but concise information and attach key substantiating information only.��Use of the online form is highly recommended.��Due to the number of submissions received and the initial confidentiality nature of communications, it is not yet possible to provide status updates on submissions. You are therefore encouraged to regularly check the Communications Reports.



How to file a 
submission

• Online form:
https://spsubmission.ohchr.org/en

• 24 hours to complete after you open 
a case

https://spsubmission.ohchr.org/en


What's the point?

• Every incident captured builds 
bigger picture

• Creates historical record
• Forces US response (or non-

response)

• Raises awareness of violations 
and of rights

Photo by Kelly Lacy from Pexels

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Building on the information base that the special procedures have to draw upon – helping expand the big picture view of the human rights violations occurring in different contexts, including USA
If there is a communication transmitted to USA, there is obligation to respond. Transmission is an event. Response/silence is an event. These are media opportunities, advocacy opportunities.
Actual response by government is extremely valuable. Are they acknowledging the standard on paper but not in practice? Are they repudiating those standards.

https://www.pexels.com/@kelly-lacy-1179532?utm_content=attributionCopyText&utm_medium=referral&utm_source=pexels
https://www.pexels.com/photo/protesters-holding-signs-4552852/?utm_content=attributionCopyText&utm_medium=referral&utm_source=pexels
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