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Introduction

The protection of human rights via international law can be traced to antecedents that long proceed the advent of intergovernmental organizations.
 Theoretically the state’s obligation to protect the rights of its subjects was discussed centuries before the creation of a world organization by such western philosophers as the Italian Beccarria, the British theorists of Hobbes, Hume, Locke, and Mill, the French theorist Rousseau and the American Jefferson. Theirs and other writings spread the message of the dignity of the individual and the limits of state sovereignty. Certainly their writing did not reflect just European thought. These philosophers of the enlightenment were inspired by the rationalist ideals of government espoused by the thinking of Confucius and Mencius of ancient China.
 The multinational intellectual effort educated the world, making human rights a universal theme not bound by either culture or nationality. Those who championed human dignity and liberty relied on the writings of each other and propagated the message of the rights of all. Human rights education is as old as the theories that espouse it. Certainly pamphleteers like the British writer Thomas Paine, who first goes to America to speak and arouse the populous to the cause of liberty and then goes to France to join in that effort, is indicative that education is a principal tool in the protection of human rights.
 In Asia as early as the 1870’s the idea of natural rights were championed by Japan’s Freedom and Popular Rights movement. As a popular song of that time phrased it, “The rights of freedom are possessed by everyone; freedom is a gift of heaven.”
 

The human rights message may at times have to overcome the burden of language, but treatises, political declarations and law eventually benefit from translations that reach those who affect the affairs of their countries. Although dissention still exists and there are those who argue that human rights should be relative to a state’s culture and traditions, human rights law has been promoted and propagated to where it is increasingly seen as truly universal.
 Asians, Europeans, Americans, Africans have benefited and continue to be influenced from an informal international educational movement that proclaims to protect the rights of all humans in any cultural and/or political context. 

Clearly the importance of protecting the individual via international norms and mechanism has a long and broad acceptance via continued educational efforts. Yet, in this millennium human rights law, as universally accepted international principles, is primarily associated with the United Nations Organization as well as, as this work will attest, are human rights educational efforts. The concept of protecting individuals from impermissible state abuse is clearly identified with the establishment and operation of the UN and increasingly the accompanying educational effort is associated with the Organization. Unquestionably, human rights protection, promotion and its acceptance as international law are intrinsically tied with UN efforts and activities. Concomitantly human rights education, arguably at all levels, is often focused on the human right activities of the UN. Further, the UN has formally accepted human rights education as part of its agenda, as evidenced by the General Assembly proclaiming this the Decade for Human Rights Education (1995-2004, see infra). Undeniably human rights education is now perceived as central to the UN’s human rights mission.

Article 1 of the United Nations Charter declares as one of the purposes of the organization, (the)“promoting and encouraging respect for human rights and for fundamental freedoms…” Accordingly, Article 55 repeats that commitment, “the United Nations shall promote: (c) universal respect for and observance of, human rights and fundamental freedoms for all….” Article 56 pledges Members “to take joint and separate action in cooperation with the Organization for the achievement of the purposes set forth in Article 55.”  From the outset of its creation the United Nations Organization’s human rights commitment was premised on a cooperative effort among Member States and the Organization. Further, as the carefully crafted language of Article 55 implies the focus of the human rights effort was and remains promotion. The obvious reluctance upon the Founders to commit states to a supragovernmental body that would legally oversee States’ commitment to human rights norms was apparent. “Promotion” and “encouragement” therefore became the operative phraseology with action, “joint or separate,” directed at promotional activities for the “respect” and “observance” of human rights.

If we consider “promotion” as the “active furtherance” of a goal, there is no more critical effort to the promotion of human rights than human rights education. Accordingly this paper will explore the UN human rights education role as a norm creator, as teacher and interpreter of rights, via its protection and monitoring activities, and as a supporter and facilitator of human rights education among its member states.

The UN as Norm Creator 

Although promotion and encouragement are the Charter’s operative terms, this is not to imply that the early and continued efforts of the UN were and are not instrumental in continuing the long process to draft legal norms that legally bind States to human rights principles. In fact, arguably this may be the greatest on going contribution the world organization has made in its efforts to protect individuals from human rights abuse. By annunciating, within a legal contact, standards, definitional terms and giving it credibility within declarations, recommendations, treaties and opinions, the UN has given legitimacy to human rights principles, elevating them from mere desires to international binding norms. Via repeated use of human rights norms many more of these rights are now considered part of customary international law and have assumed a preemptory status (jus cogens) within international law. Thus, it can be argued that the UN’s efforts have resulted in the drafting of a body of legal norms and thus provided the world with accepted standards, (in a sense a model code, to use an analogy loosely), with a basis for measuring state practice against stated principles of human rights.  

Certainly the steps of the Human Rights Commission fifty years ago in successfully drafting the Universal Declaration of Human Rights was a significant achievement in establishing legal commitments among States to protect human rights. A promotional activity, it can be argued, was translated into actual legal norm creation. The Universal Declaration, albeit intended as a recommendation of the UN to its Member States, has unquestionably become the inspiration for the furtherance of treaty law, the development of customary international law, the advancement of human rights norms within municipal law, and the establishment for mechanisms, that are providing peoples with the promise, and often the reality, of the international protection of human rights. In fact, despite the Declaration having been intended as a recommendation, in many monistic states the Universal Declaration has even become a guiding document for constitutional interpretation.
 Its status and use in protecting human rights have become, because of UN initiatives, part of the fabric of our legal order. We can now because of UN efforts measure the behavior of states to accepted principles of human rights norms. The importance of the Declaration to Human Rights education is significant and is recognized by the fact that the fifth objective of the UN Decade for Human rights Education is: “Globally disseminating the Universal Declaration of Human Rights.” (See below for a discussion of the Decade and the Organization’s efforts to implement this objective.) 

The Preamble of the Declaration notes:

 “...all nations...shall strive by teaching and education to promote respect for these rights and freedoms and by progressive measure, national and international, to secure their universal and effective recognition and observance...”

Further, the Universal Declaration’s article 26(2) gives clear normative direction as to the States’ obligation to human rights education:

Education shall be directed to the full development of the human personality and to the strengthening of respect for human rights and fundamental freedoms. It shall promote understanding, tolerance and friendship among nations, racial or religious groups, and shall further the activities of the United Nations for the maintenance of peace.  

The drafting and broad acceptance of multilateral human rights treaties like the International Covenants on Civil and Political Rights (1966) and Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (1966), the Convention against Torture ...(1984), the Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989), etc., further strengthens the claim that UN treaty initiatives create a normative legal base upon which we can measure States’ performance in adhering to human rights. 

Many of these treaties also directly reference and provide obligatory language regarding human rights education as does the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights in its article 13: “The State Parties ... shall strengthen the respect for human rights and fundamental freedoms.” 

Similarly, the Convention on the Rights of the Child’s article 29 (b) and (d) directs education to: “The preparation of respect for human rights and for the principles enshrined in the Charter of the United Nations” and “The preparation of the child for responsible life in a free society, in the spirit of understanding, peace, ethnic, national and religious groups and persons of indigenous origins.” This Convention also contains important language in article 28 (2.) that impact the state operation of the school and the manner in which children are treated thus encouraging the creation of a educational system that is consistent with human rights normative aims. “State Parties shall take all appropriate measures to ensure that school discipline is administered in a manner consistent with the child’s human dignity and in conformity with the present Convention.”     

The UN, over the last fifty years, has provided the world with a body of law and normative principles that can be looked upon as authoritative, albeit not yet complete or exhaustive, as to the meaning of human rights. This effort culminated into the foundation of human rights education. Without a body of legal norms that have credibility it would be impossible to promote or teach human rights. What would be taught, if we could not rely on the human rights pronouncements we find within UN treaties, declarations, and recommendations? Whatever approach educators may take in teaching human rights, their efforts would largely be diminished to espousing mere theory or philosophy if it were not for the UN’s efforts in realizing its commitment to establishing a bill of rights for the world. Without the UN codifying and legalizing human rights, it would have remained within the realm of political philosophy, where we would continue to argue its merits from a theoretical framework. Instead we now have a body of law that can be relied on to point our accusing fingers at states that don’t adhere to their international legal obligation. Because of the UN effort we can now teach norms that have the advantage and force of international law. The softness of theory has been, and continues to develop from espoused theoretical sentiments to international legal obligations. Because of UN efforts, when we teach human rights today we teach it as obligatory law rather than a political desire. Hence, we can conclude that the UN’s effort to draft and gain acceptance of human rights law is the basis of any human rights education effort. Further, since many of the Member States have acceded to treaties that reference human rights education it is clear that it can be argued that states do have a duty to teach human rights as part of their Charter and other international commitments.

The Organization as Educator / Protector and Monitor of Human Rights
It may be contended that if the United Nations had done nothing more than create the now existing legal standards we now depend on, it would have been viewed as a considerable accomplishment in the development of a body of international law. However, it is by no means the only UN contribution to human rights education. The UN’s protection and monitoring activities provide, in a sense, an on-going classroom or laboratory for states to learn what actions and behavior are not acceptable and when a state has violated human rights standards. The lessons of the UN bodies are not just directed at those accused of violating human rights, but also provides for all member, and non-member States alike, a pronouncement as to acceptable and non-acceptable state behavior. In a sense the UN actions and recommendations hopefully serve the interests of general deterrence in providing governments with examples of inappropriate state action. The body of UN work can be seen as textual evidence of the appropriate and inappropriate behavior of States to individuals.  In this role human rights is no longer viewed theoretically or hypothetically, but rather through the prism of reality, where actual human rights cases and controversies are addressed with all their complications and complexities.  

The activities of such bodies as the UN Commission on Human Rights and the Sub-Commission on Prevention of Discrimination and Protection of Minorities provide fora where the state action can be reviewed against the existing norms. Via the activities of the Commission, a political body, and the Sub-Commission, assessments within the context of harsh realities can be made. In a sense the deliberations and conclusions of these bodies become, arguable the lesson that hopefully will deter other states from repeating actions that can be seen as “consistent patterns of gross and reliably attested” violations of human rights. While these UN bodies have often come under attack for not appropriately addressing a variety of horrific examples of human rights violations and for having cumbersome review mechanisms, their existence and practice do provide a public forum that allows for determination of the meaning of human rights. Their work, both successes and failures provide not only governments but also advocates as well as human rights education efforts with actual examples of state non-compliance of human rights norms. As such we now have a body of experience to turn to in assessing and teaching the effectiveness and ineffectiveness of not only UN efforts, but also the meaning and application of human rights norms. The practice of UN bodies provides us, as textbooks would in other fields, with actual examples of what human rights means or doesn’t mean. 

The work of the UN Treaty Bodies are even more effective in developing interpretative material in describing the nature of human rights law and the limits of state action. Unquestionably the Human Rights Committee, the body mandated to review adherence to the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights and its Optional Protocol (1966), has via its work contributed significantly to the jurisprudence of human rights law. In its review of the reports of those that acceded to the Covenant, it has developed “guidelines” and procedures that “are designed to prod the States Parties into compliance with their treaty obligations and to assist them in overcoming difficulties in doing so.”
 The Committee’s conclusions as to reports along with the views of its members, who serve in their individual capacities as human rights experts, provide valuable insights as to the meaning and applicability of human rights norms. To take only one of many examples, just recently the Committee reviewed Japan’s fourth periodic report and made some interesting comments regarding such issues as: note-taking in courts, child pornography laws and the status of children born out of wedlock, etc.
  The report, along with the member’s comments, as is often the case with most of the reports, becomes a working document for those concerned with reforming Japanese law with human right standards. Hence, for lack of a better term, the report can serve as a lesson plan for adherence to human rights norms. It can become a tool in teaching human rights for both advocates and governmental officials and can be used, at least at the University level, in the classroom. It becomes an agenda for correcting human rights wrongs and a warning of not repeating cited violations. 

The reporting system and the Human Rights Committee also play a role in the Organization’s efforts to implement the Decade for Human Rights Education (see discussion below for details of the Decade and UN activities). In the Secretary-General’s Report of August 1998 it is noted that the General Assembly has called on the Treaty Bodies “to place emphasis when examining reports of State parties, on obligations of State parties in the area of human rights education and information and to reflect this emphasis in their concluding observations...”
 

 Further, the Committee’s General Comments interpret various rights found within the Covenant’s articles and as such resemble advisory opinions. Scholars in their work often rely on the Human Rights Committee’s Comments in understanding and interpreting human rights. Their decisions and comments have provided scholars with an interpretive source that is invaluable in the preparation of treatises and explanatory works that are essential in teaching human rights. 

The Committee’s decision making in response to individual communications under the Optional Protocol, further provides authoritative pronouncements of the meaning of human rights. In addition to addressing the allegations of individuals, the case law, while it does not serve as precedent, it becomes an important reference in the protection of human rights. Whereas the General Comments may resemble advisory opinions, these decisions resemble opinions of a court. While they do not have a similar force of law, the work has developed into a body of interpretation that is often referenced and cited in decision making at a variety of levels, including international and domestic courts. Certainly, its extensive discussion of the death penalty and the death row syndrome is just one example of where the Committee’s work has provided a valuable educational tool in addressing the issues surrounding capital punishment.
 While the Committee’s work in dealing with individual complaints is not designed directly as an educational function, it clearly provides valuable lessons as to the nature of human rights law.

Although the Human Rights Committee has little indirect remedial powers, it can insist that a State Party “...indicate what remedy it afforded the author of the communication whose rights the Committee found to be violated.”
 Hence, we see again the UN’s Treaty Bodies via their work affording States and their citizen’s human rights agenda that needs to be addressed. The Committee’s work becomes a pedagogical practical devise whereby participants in a legal system have an outside source on which to rely on in their activities

It can be concluded, that although UN human rights bodies, (and there are considerably more than was addressed here),
 while created to respond to the protection of human rights, have created a body of understanding as to the meaning of human rights law. As such, the human rights work of the Organization has by “practice” and actual example, become an educator as to the meaning and applicability of human rights norms. In addition to the invaluable human rights documents, both those that are recommendations and those that are legally binding, the UN via its human rights work has become a principal source for teaching human rights. The fact that the Organization continues its work and refines its machinery
 affords the world with greater opportunities for the development and implementation of the human rights theory. The real challenge for human rights education is to use that machinery and to point to its failing to further and more rapidly develop systems to protect human rights.   

One last note regarding the Organization’s effort is the vitalization of the High Commissioner for Human Rights’ office and its attempt to be a “catalyst” to integrate human rights in the entire UN operation. This policy proclaimed by Secretary–General Kofi Annan can be seen arguably as an educational effort to expand the human rights mission well beyond those with a designated mandate.  It is, as High Commissioner Mary Robinson states an attempt to create a “greater capacity to both promote and protect human rights at all levels.” 

She explained,

“Since my appointment, I have been engaging with Senior UN colleagues through the participation of my Office on the recently established Executive Committees of the United Nations in New York and also in developing co-operation agreements with different components of the UN, its agencies and programmes. Such agreements are designed to ensure that we introduce appropriate human rights dynamic and dimension into all UN activities.

The apparent trend, if these efforts succeed, is not just to have human rights as a “purpose” of the Organization, but to bring the full integration of human rights within all appropriate UN activities. This aim undoubtedly is a shift of emphasis of the proceeding Secretary-General’s administration and its success will require an educational effort among UN personnel at all its policy levels. 

UN Efforts to Support and Facilitate Universal Human Rights Education 
A Focus: United Nations Decade for Human Rights Education 1995-2004.

As was noted earlier in referencing the Charter’s Article 56’s language of “joint and separate action in cooperation with the Organization,” “promotion” and, accordingly, “human rights education,” is perceived as a cooperative and hopefully integrated effort among the Member States, the Organization, private associations and individuals. Hence, UN efforts are focused on supporting and facilitating the Member States human rights education activities and taking action that will complement and support state efforts integrating UN offices, agencies and regional organizations as well as NGOs.

Accordingly, the World Conference on Human Rights (1993) in the Vienna Declaration and Programme of Action (para.33 of Section I) stated that human rights education, training and public information are essential for the promotion and achievement of the Conference’s goals. Article 79 of the Declaration “requested all states and institutions to include human rights, humanitarian law, democracy and the rule of law as subjects in curricula of all learning institutions in formal and nonformal settings.”

Pursuant to suggestions made at the World Conference, the General Assembly, Res. 49/184 of 23 December 1994, proclaimed starting on 1 January 1995, the United Nations Decade for Human Rights Education. The concept of a Decade campaign was the impetus of NGOs and its intent was to focus UN machinery on the dissemination of the human rights message via educational pursuits. Undoubtedly the success of other UN Decades, for example the UN Decade for Women, spurred an interest of placing the human rights education effort in the limelight.
 To have the World Conference and then the General Assembly endorse human rights education was a great victory for the human rights movement and provided a mechanism where efforts and resources could be focused on educational pursuits. 

As part of this ten year effort a Plan of Action was developed with the intent that Governments will develop their own national plans that will be “comprehensive (in terms of out reach), effective (in terms of educational strategies) and sustainable (over the long term).” The focus is on “stimulating and supporting national and local activities and initiatives and is built upon the idea of a partnership between Governments, international organizations, non-governmental organizations, professional associations, individuals and large segments of civil society.” The UN Plan of Action has five objectives:

1. Assessing needs and formulating strategies


2. Building and strengthening human rights education programmes at international, regional and local level



3. Developing in a coordinated way materials for human rights education


4. Strengthening the role of the mass media


5. Globally disseminating the Universal Declaration of Human Rights

The UN is attempting to use and integrate its resources and of other intergovernmental organizations to accomplish this Plan of Action with States and NGOs assuming much of the work burden.  Accordingly, the UN Commission on Human Rights has requested the High Commissioner for Human Rights “to encourage and facilitate the establishment of national plans...” In this regard the Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights developed Guidelines for National Plans of Action for Human Rights Education.
 The “Guidelines” is a complete and extensive blueprint for States and NGOs in planning for and implementing the Decade. It provides, among other recommendations, suggestions for the organization and establishment of a broad based and representative National Committee (III. A.), requirements for base line studies, a time frame for its establishment (para.28),
 the setting of priorities (III. C.), actions necessary to develop a National Plan (III. D.), Programme Implementation (III. F.), and a process for reviewing and revising the National Plan (III. F.). 

“The Guidelines” may serve a more lasting function than merely assisting the planning of the Decade. It provides a rather precise and yet comprehensive definition of “human rights education,” that not only has the endorsement of the UN Organization, but incorporates UN treaties and documents such as: the Universal Declaration, the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, the Convention of the Rights of the Child and the Vienna Declaration and Programme of Action. It states; “That taken together, these instruments provide a clear definition of the concept of human right education by the international community.” Although the definition has application for the Decade, the Guidelines do endorse and support the commitment that States have made to human rights education activities. Because of the importance of this definition it is cited here in its complete form:

... for purposes of the Decade, human rights education may be defined as

training, dissemination and information efforts aimed at the building of a universal culture of human rights through the imparting of knowledge and skills and the moulding of attitudes, which are directed towards:


(a) The strengthening of respect for human rights and fundamental freedoms;


(b) The full development of the human personality and the sense of dignity;


(c) The promotion of understanding, tolerance, gender equality and friendship among all nations, indigenous peoples and racial, national ethnic, religious and linguistic groups;


(d) The enabling of all persons to participate effectively in a free society:



(e) The furtherance of the activities of the United Nations for the maintenance of peace...

Consistent with this attempt to provide definitional clarity for “human rights education,” the UN Commission on Human Rights, as part of the Decade effort, is also seeking from the monitoring bodies a general comment (see above) on human rights education. The intent and design is clear.  By engaging the interpretive mechanism of the Treaty Bodies in the process of explaining State legal commitments to human rights education it may elevate human rights educational activity from mere political correctness to legal obligatory normative behavior.

Similarly the Commission on Human Rights is seeking support and cooperation from the specialized agencies like UNESCO as well as regional agencies like the Council of Europe.
 Not only can these bodies, a UN Agency and a Regional Organization, provide tangible support, but there efforts can be interpreted as the broadening of the international legal obligation to provide human rights education.

In his recent Report the Secretary-General’s Office provided the General Assembly with the status of the efforts associated with the Decade using the Plan of Action as a reporting guide. In addition to noting that the Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights (hereafter OHCHR) is about to survey, via its Web site (http://www.unchr.ch), existing programmes and continues to collect educational materials (paras. 12,13), it is making its offices available to educational programmes to review the material. The OHCHR in disseminating material globally and has intensified its “technical cooperation activities to strengthen national capacities...” (paras. 15-16).  In what may be seen as a rather innovative effort it initiated the ACT (Assisting Communities Together) project. In coordination with UNDP it is offering small grants ($2,000 US) to “empower individuals and organizations at the local level to undertake activities aimed at strengthening the promotion and protection of human rights in local communities.” (para. 17). An effort like this is a clear attempt to bring human rights education to the grass roots and seen as a refreshing attempt to insure that educational efforts are not just in the hands of the state institutions. By the use of these minimal resources there is a possibility that human rights education efforts do not merely reflect state attitudes and perceptions, but will be enlivened and broadened by including viewpoints that reflect interests that may not have an interest in the status quo.   

Joint projects with the OHCHR and other UN bodies are extensive including efforts with the International Telecommunication Union (ITU) such as an effort to provide and disseminate the Universal Declaration in local languages. 

OHCHR works closely with UNESCO who is a key player in the implementation effort.
 For example UNESCO has produced a Manual for Human Rights Education which it distributes to education ministers and schools in all its Member States. Further, UNESCO is now organizing regional conferences to further develop and review the Decade’s activities. In September 1997 the first of these Conferences was held in Turku Finland for the European region. The Conference organized with the Institute for Human Rights, Åbo Akademi University, Finland and the Finnish UNESCO Commission culminated in an informative book that will hopefully provide resources for European human rights educators as well as NGOs.
 Similarly, UN agencies like the ILO and UNICEF are focusing the educational effort to their functions with the ILO concentrating in the dissemination of how its agency protects human rights and UNICEF creating a bibliography on children’s rights (paras. 19-22).

Regional intergovernmental organizations like the Commonwealth Secretariat have conducted studies of how some of their Member States (23) conduct human rights education at the secondary school level. The OSCE along with UNDP and Council of Europe held a seminar on the Ombudsman concept and devoted discussions on national plans of action. (paras. 23-24)

The OHCHR has also supported and/or assisted the educational efforts of NGOs. Some of these projects have taken human rights education beyond its traditional boundaries. For example Amnesty International developed A Twelve-Point Guide for Good Practice in the Training and Education for Human Rights of Government Officials.
 This project clearly points the way the human rights education is not only appropriate for out of school programming, but is essential for the implementation of human rights norms. Similarly International Prison Watch has trained prison officials in Latin America, Africa, and the Middle East. Concomitantly, NGOs like the Canadian Human Rights Foundation regularly hold training sessions for NGO activists both in Montreal and in the field. (paras. 27-36) Yet, it should be noted, based on communications with Amnesty, they have not created any special program that is directly part of the Decade of Human Rights education effort.

The OHCHR has received information from a seemingly large number of States as to their initiatives. Among States reporting human rights educational programmes are: Algeria, Austria, Chad, Chile, Croatia, Cyprus, Denmark, France, Germany, Ghana, Holy See, India, Italy, Japan, Malta, Morocco, Norway, the Philippines, the Republic of Korea, Romania, the Sudan, Switzerland, Tunisia, Ukraine, Uzbekistan.

The Secretary-General’s Report notes with particular interest that in February 1998 thirty–six countries attended the Sixth Workshop on Regional Arrangements for the Promotion and Protection of Human Rights in the Asian and Pacific Region. The agenda included discussion of the creation of national plans of action for human rights education (para. 47). 


Despite the apparent large number of States cited in the Report as participating in the education efforts, it would appear, as we are now within the third year of the Decade, the fact that less than twenty percent of the UN’s total membership of one hundred and eighty-five States have been included in the Secretary–General’s Report is somewhat disturbing. Whether the participation among Member States accelerates as the Decade progresses remains unanswered. But if the goals of the Decade are to be realized it would seem that participation must be increased especially in the States with a larger population. It certainly is disconcerting to learn, according to the OHCHR, that States like the United States have not, nor have many European States,
 as of the date of this paper, created a national committee or even began to develop a national plan of action. In her 1998 Report to the General Assembly, the High Commissioner, Mary Robinson, noted that she has, along with the UNESCO Director-General, sent a joint letter to heads of government “to establish and implement comprehensive, effective and sustainable national plans of action for human rights education.”
 Whether this initiative will bring better results is yet to be determined.


As for the preparation of educational material, the OHCHR in coordination with national committees and education training centres is creating six training packages that will target specific groups: human rights monitors, judges and lawyers, prison officials, primary and secondary school teachers, journalists, and NGOs (para. 48). The choice of these targeted groups is interesting and does reflect some strategic thinking in that it does address actors who are directly involved in human rights implementation. It is interesting that the Report does not mention legislators and other government officials who are responsible for making government policy and controlling personnel selection. It should be noted though that the UN publication list is far more extensive than these training packages reflect.

The Fifth objective of the Plan of Action, “Globally disseminating the Universal Declaration of Human Rights,” has taken a significant place in terms of UN action especially in light of this year being the fiftieth anniversary of the document. Accordingly, considerable effort has been expended to accomplish the objective. The OHCHR’s Web site has a special section devoted to the Declaration and it is now possible to get the document in a variety of languages. As the Report noted, the Declaration has been translated into more than 215 languages and it is anticipated with the cooperation of the ITU, the document can be eventually seen on the Website in 250 languages. An UNESCO initiative is giving governments assistance in order to have the Declaration broadly disseminated in schools. 

NGO (with and without Consultative Status)/ Human Rights Education Activity

As the Secretary-General’s Report notes, there are a number of NGOs with UN consultative status that have taken the lead in the human rights education effort and have cooperated with the UN. Although Amnesty International has no program directly designated as part of the UN Decade,
 its long involvement in human rights education makes it a leader in the effort. It is working in over thirty countries for the introduction of human rights teaching within the school curricula. In addition to producing educational material
 (see discussion of Romania below), it often lobbies the educational establishment to make human rights education a part of the general education. In some instances Amnesty has offered local teacher training. As one Amnesty official noted, “The ultimate goal of human rights education, from Amnesty’s perspective, is to campaign so that human rights issues and values become part of all educational curricula and practices.”
 The strategy of human rights teacher education is to prepare teachers, “to become human rights educators (who) address the totality of interrelated and interdependent rights found in the (UN) visionary documents.”
 It is reported that Amnesty “projects are targeted to the poorer and most needy sectors of society” with projects in efforts in such States as India, Nigeria, Tunisia, Mexico, etc.
  

Further, as it was already noted in its human rights training of police and governmental officers, Amnesty does not only direct its educational efforts at the schools. In fact, it can be argued that Amnesty’s program with the general public is its greatest contribution to the human rights education effort. By engaging the lay public in the plight of “prisoners of conscience,” by establishing working groups of concerned individuals, Amnesty is teaching by involving the public in the human rights protection efforts. As such, this Nobel Prize winning organization is accomplishing outside of formal training and education and appreciation of the value of the individual and the protection of human rights. Beyond question Amnesty’s efforts, whether via its rock concerts, its formal protection programs or its educational efforts, have made human rights a concept understood, espoused and accepted in a variety of cultural settings.

Another NGO working globally for human rights education is the People’s Decade for Human Rights Education (PDHRE). Their efforts had them conduct seminars in ten different countries, e.g. Kenya, Uganda, Senegal, Mali, Tanzania Chile, Argentina, Sudan, Philippines, and Cambodia; with outreach programs in Turkey, India, Ecuador, Mauritius, Palestine and Paraguay. The approach of the PDHRE is to emphasis the integration of all human rights, a holistic view, where economic, social and cultural rights and civil and political rights are integrated. In this effort it established and supports, what it terms “Sustainable Human Rights Communities,” which is being implemented in Rosario, Argentina and in Mali. It also maintains an informative and comprehensive web site.
 The PDHRE strategic vision is to, “to involve grassroots organizations in human rights education, drawing from those concerned with and working on issues of women, children, food, and shelter, refugees, indigenous peoples, racism, minorities, health education, development, labor, environmental protection, and peace.”
  

Despite the considerable efforts of NGOs with consultative status, there is little question that the bulk of human rights education programming outside the school setting is conducted by NGOs without consultative status. An extensive list or even an accurate number of NGOs involved in human rights education is beyond comprehension, let alone a discussion of the kinds and quality of programs or the success or failures of their efforts. Certainly the Secretary-General’s Report on the Decade, summarized above, does not and cannot include the breath and nature of the education efforts of small and local NGOs without official UN recognition. While the NGOs efforts of those with UN consultative status is somewhat verifiable and can be quantified the human rights programs of local NGOs without that status is not always formally reported. Consultative status is, it can be contended, a luxury, unaffordable and unattainable by a multitude of local NGOs, who neither have the resources or sophistication to seek an official relationship with the UN.
 

Yet, it can be argued that the NGOs, with or without UN status, are the principal catalysts for transitions to bringing about a human rights culture and as such are responsible for effective human rights education. As Shula Koenig, founder of the People’s Decade for Human Rights Education, notes, “ In the rich compost of grassroots struggles the political culture of human rights is born by way of the NGOs. They are the ones who can bring about a metamorphosis, so democracy which has become a delivery system for the markets will again become a delivery system for human rights.” 
     

The examples of local NGOs beginning human rights education programs without consultative status and without direct UN direct or indirect support are legion. In many instances they were first on the scene engaging in human rights education not only without the prodding or support of the UN, or any other international governmental organizations, but without knowledge of the international community. Human rights education owes debts of gratitude to groups like SIRDO and LADO in Romania who early on began education efforts both in the schools and in Romania’s police establishment with virtually no budgets and no outside support. As their efforts grew and their work became known, other internationally known NGOs, with consultative status, for example Amnesty International (see above), came to their assistance and added, via training and technical support, a new professionalism to their efforts. Further, Amnesty provided these NGOs with valuable teaching material such as Human Rights for Children-A Curriculum for Teaching Human Rights, Ages 3-12, which the NGOs in turn translated into Romanian and then distributed to the local schools.
 It should also be noted that Regional Organizations, like the Council of Europe, recognized the efforts of these local Egos and provided their financial and technical support not only in Romania, but also in places like Slovakia, Ukraine, Lithuania, Slovenia, etc.

Despite this history, the importance the UN played indirectly in their work and development cannot be underestimated. These local NGO efforts relied on the credibility of the human rights message legitimized by the United Nations. The very fact that the countries that local NGOs work in are UN members, whether they are or are not ratifiers of the human rights treaties, allowed them to argue that their States can not deny the legitimacy of their message. The UN, by its very existence, not only gave them inspiration to educate others in human rights principles, but allowed them to argue that their education programs were legitimate and could not be denied within the state’s institutions such as schools and police stations.  Often UN publications, translated into local languages are reprinted and explained by the local NGOs in terms that are comprehensible to local populations. Long before a Decade of Human Rights Education local NGOs, without direct outside assistance, educated children, citizens and governmental officials in the theory and practice of human rights. Although the UN Decade has made the NGOs job hopefully easier, more professional and effective, the human rights education effort remains largely the responsibility of local NGOs and other local educators, both governmental ones and those who act in their individual capacity. As such, as noted in an earlier book, “These groups can and do receive some help, financial and otherwise, (arguably too little of the first and too much of the second), but “the change” is their responsibility and the outcome will be primarily theirs to live with.”
  

Rhetoric and Reality

Analysis / Criticism  / Recommendations


The very fact that the United Nations General Assembly has endorsed the Decade for Human Rights Education is a victory for protecting the concept of the international protection of human rights. The reality that until the year 2004 the UN apparatus will be committed to promoting human rights via the educational process, both formally and informally, is an endorsement that legitimizes the universal acceptance of the human rights theory. Yet, before the end of the first quarter of the Decade, the extent or the quality of the victory remains uncertain. It is apparent while some progress has been made in creating a structure of UN, State Member, UN Specialized Agency, Regional Organization, and NGO cooperation, much work remains before the Decade can be judged a success. The reality that the OHCHR, UNESCO, Regional Organizations have taken steps to activate the Decade is heartening. The fact that NGOs of a variety of kinds are involved in educational programs gives hope that the human rights message may reach the masses. The success in approving the international documentation supporting human rights education adds credibility to the effort. However, only implementation of human rights education and actual progress in propagating and expanding a human rights culture, where States are responsive to citizenry demands of human rights protection, will support a judgment of the Decade’s accomplishments. Rhetoric alone is not a proclamation of victory. Only the reality of exerted effort will support the conclusion that the exercise has value. It is apparent that in light of recent horrific examples of human rights violations, e.g. Kosovo, Bosnia, Rwanda/Burundi, Iraq, Indonesia, etc. the world grows impatient with UN promises of human rights protection. The time is undoubtedly right to convince the world, at all levels, from the policy maker to the vulnerable follower, from the strong to the weak, from the victimizer to the victim, that human rights is part of the fundamental normative fabric of our civilizations. Can this Decade make a difference? Will the condition of human kind be better off as a result of this ten-year effort by the UN and its component parts?

While we must concede that the proclaimed effort is worth the try, it is disheartening to learn that some of our most powerful, our wealthiest and most populated States have not taken the formal steps to join the Decade campaign. It is not too late. But whether these States will commit energy and resources remains highly questionable. If they don’t join the campaign, it will mean that the Decade will have less than universal application or impact. Every effort from the UN Organization, other governments and concerned citizenry should apply influence in getting all States to join the process, by establishing national committees, writing Action Plans, committing resources and implementing a human rights education program. While the likelihood of total participation may be overly optimistic, the reality is, that if a conscientious attempt is not made the promise of the rhetoric of the Decade of Human Rights Education will be perceived as empty. The Decade is a limited opportunity, limited by the number of years left to the Decade, its passing will mean the opportunity may have passed.  A ten-year focus suggests that at the end of ten years the UN focus will be placed elsewhere. If significant progress does not result, it may be more difficult to implement the human rights education message after the Decade.  

There also remains the question as to whether the design of the Decade is appropriate to bring the change it promises. Or for that matter, whether the human rights theory being propagated will actually bring better protection of human rights. Some critics see it as apologetic of the “status quo” and not designed in a fashion that can actually bring fundamental change.  

In his article, Clarence J. Dias notes, that although Asia-Pacific NGOs have a history of “vigorous participation” in UN human rights activities, their involvement in the Decade’s preparatory activities was  “miniscule” and their efforts to implement the Plan of Action have been “virtually nonexistent.” Further, he states that “the Decade...(is) clearly well intentioned but (does) not reflect the priorities, needs and experiences of the Asia-Pacific region.” Central to his arguments is that the focus of the decade does not relate to the human rights needs of the Asian-Pacific situation. He notes that in this region; “human rights...have been seen as crucial to processes of empowerment and disempowerment...”and “to processes of securing accountability for the use of power....” He argues that the concepts of the Decade and the Plan of Action seem curiously divorced from both global and regional political economy and from the realities of economic and political power....”  Critically he bemoans the over-involvement of the UN: “For the Decade and Plan, history appears to begin and end within the UN and, its indeed historic efforts at human rights standard setting.” In fact he contends that the UN fails to recognize its more successful efforts like the Montreal Conference (1993), which unlike Vienna, he sees as relying on “participatory and operational, creative, innovative” actions with an emphasis “on change” and “social transformation.” To the contrary he sees the Vienna Declaration and its view of human rights education as focused on “the promotion and achievement of stable and harmonious relations among communities” and “for fostering mutual understanding, tolerance and peace.” Accordingly, he concludes, “Stability (read status quo) and tolerance (read “like it or lump it”) are not quite the priorities of the victims of social injustice and human rights denials.” 

Dias and the others who criticize the Decade for Human Rights Education make some dramatic, yet valid points. The fact that their arguments are voiced and discussed credits the Decade for facilitating the accomplishment of one of its goals, (albeit informal in the way of criticism): “Assessing needs and formulating strategies.” While it may be true as Dias states, “...the Plan of Action indicates that it contains too much planning and too little action,”
 the existence of a UN supported Decade on Human Rights Education allows NGOs and advocates to attempt to influence the agenda. Unfortunately, the lack of interest on the part of the NGO community in some regions means a missed opportunity for addressing change and attacking the “status quo.” If the Decade has not yet addressed the appropriate human rights issues, and if the UN has not devised the operative mechanism for implementation, then NGOs and educators should assume the position of change agents. Concerted NGO and educator pressure on the UN Organization and its Member States to come to grips with the more critical human rights issues that can fall under the rubric of education, may be the appropriate strategy for human rights NGOs. While some NGOs are now actively engaged in refocusing the Decade to critical issues using new methodologies (see discussion of PDHRE, supra) a larger and more aggressive NGO effort is needed. Just as the UN has afforded human rights advocates the opportunity, based on human rights instruments, to legitimately insist on the protection of human rights, now the Decade gives NGOs and educators the moral authority to insist that there be an educational effort that is commensurate with the actual needs of human rights protection. While the criticism may have some validity in arguing that the UN efforts to date have been inclined towards the “status quo,” less than participatory and overly emphasizing UN organizational activity, the Decade presents the opportunity and forum to address these failings. Accordingly, NGOs, human rights advocates, and educators need to address these deficiencies by insisting that States create National Committees and that the membership be reflective of legitimate human rights interests. Further, national plans, as a result of NGO participation, need to create and encourage the adoption of curricula and strategies that not only provide the rudiments of human right theory and law, but an appreciation of the critical human rights issues that impact the dignity of the individual and the respect of human rights and fundamental freedoms. With full participation it is hoped that the rhetoric of human rights education can shape the reality for the respect of human rights.  

******************************************************************

Summary 
The UN, consistent with its purpose to promote and encourage respect for human rights...has embarked on an ambitious effort to “Build... and strengthen... human rights education programmes at international, regional and local level.” The Decade, now launched, has afforded the world community an opportunity to facilitate the creation of a universal human rights culture. The implementation effort has much additional work to be done before the Decade can be viewed as a success. In addition to developing methodologies, material and support for human rights education, the decade must provide for actors a participatory place in educational effort at all appropriate levels. The education agendas must reflect the reality needs that human rights protection and education require. This needs the cooperation of States, who for many at this juncture have not been forthcoming with the appropriate steps towards the implementation of the Decade. Whatever the ultimate outcome though, it can be concluded that the Decade for Human Rights Education is a positive step for the comprehension, acceptance, practice and respect for human rights. The UN, albeit with failings as a global Organization, has served the interest of human rights by affording educators and advocates a focus and vehicle for human rights education in establishing the Decade. Its contributions as the human rights norm creator must be recognized as central to the effort to protect the individual. While its work as protector and monitor of human rights can be seen as a limited success, it nonetheless has served to educate the world as to an increased meaning of a human rights violation. By applying human rights standards to actual cases the UN organization and the treaty bodies have contributed to the application of human rights norms to actual cases and thus contributed in the development of jurisprudence of human rights law that contributed positively to the body of international law.

Whatever criticisms that can be lodged (legitimate or otherwise) against the UN’s human rights education efforts, it is unquestionably true that without the UN there would be little likelihood that the promotion of human rights education would have come as far as it has. Nor would we have the promise of additional progress. The challenge for human rights advocates, educators and well-intentioned State officials, is to make the UN promise a reality.
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