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In late September, three members of the Civil Society Watch (CSW) programme team of 
CIVICUS travelled to Geneva to attend the 12th Session of the UN Human Rights 
Council, and hold a ‘side event’ at the UN building titled “Protecting Free Voices And 
Civil Society Freedoms” in partnership with The World Organization Against Torture. The 
trip was instrumental for team members to speak about the mission, vision and work of 
the programme at this important international forum as well as strengthen interactions 
with the Human Rights Council, delegates, and other civil society representatives. It 
helped the team to map out strategic engagement opportunities with the Human Rights 
Council and other human rights mechanisms in Geneva. Further, the trip helped 
underscore the importance of permanent representation for CIVICUS at the UN to 
promote human rights and civil society freedoms of expression, assembly and 
association at intergovernmental fora.  
 
The side event was a unique opportunity to highlight the monitoring and networking 
activities of the CIVICUS Civil Society Watch programme. The panel was chaired by H.E. 
Ambassador Martin Uhomoibhi,  Permanent Representative of Nigeria to the UN and 
former President of the UN Human Rights Council, and included presentations by Eric 
Sottas, Secretary General of the World Organization Against Torture, and CSW staff 
Netsanet Demissie, Mandeep Tiwana, and Sonia Zilberman. Presentations on the Early 
Warning System project, the Eurasia IDEA Network and the overall importance of the 
CSW Programme in safeguarding civil society freedoms were well received by official  
(Norwegian, Swedish and US) and non-governmental delegates in the audience alike. 
The event also helped CIVICUS further open the door for more sustained engagement 
with the Geneva Human Rights community.  

As part of CIVICUS networking strategy, facilitated largely by the CIVICUS 
representative in Geneva, Renate Bloem, the team engaged with the Norwegian 
Delegation, including the Norwegian Ambassador, on the topic of stronger international 
frameworks for the protection of Human Rights defenders. In collaboration with other 
civil society groups, CIVICUS is seeking to push for a binding Convention on Human 
Rights Defenders. This would involve drafting of policy papers, organising of events to 
keep the issue on the agenda of decision makers and engaging with the interested 
government delegations to support a resolution in the UN General Assembly.   



This trip also reinforced the need for sustained interaction by CIVICUS with the UN 
Human Rights Council to bring local voices to Geneva to highlight the threats to civil 
society in their countries and regions. CIVICUS with a member and partner base in most 
countries of the world is in a unique position to enable this. One avenue to do this is to 
enable proactive participation by civil society in the Universal Perioidic Review process 
of the UN Human Rights Council. Apart from supporting and making written submissions, 
statements and recommendations, CIVICUS can organise side events and discussions 
to focus on civil society participation and protection of fundamental freedoms and 
democratic rights. CIVICUS’ niche, however, would be in strengthening the capacity of 
regional civil society groups to engage with the Council, and promoting local voices in 
the Geneva Human Rights Community. With this in mind, the CSW programme will be 
organising its 3rd Eurasia IDEA Network Workshop in Geneva from 1-3 December 2009. 
The aim of this workshop is to enhance capacity of the network members for greater 
engagement and interaction with official delegations and key representatives to highlight 
threats faced by civil society in the Eurasia region at the international level The Eurasia 
IDEA network has been developed in response to increasing evidence that civil society 
space in this region is fragile. It comprises of civil society members from Belarus, 
Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Russia, Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan joined together with the 
common aim of carrying out regional solidarity to protect and expand the space for civil 
society in these and neighbouring countries.  
 
It goes without saying that attendance at the Human Rights Council session was an 
extremely enriching experience. The team had the opportunity to attend the special 
session on the UN fact finding mission on the investigation of the war crimes and 
possible crimes against humanity committed by both the Israeli government and 
Palestinian militants during the December 27, 2008-January 18, 2009 conflict in Gaza. 
This was a particularly charged session. Interactions between country delegations and 
the positions of various blocs, highlighted once again how politics dominates and often 
subsumes the human rights agenda at the UN.  


