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INTRODUCTION 

 

The Human Rights Council (HRC) is the United Nations’ body responsible for the promotion, 
protection and support of human rights around the globe. It serves as an avenue where civil society 
and states can raise issues that require worldwide attention. At the end of every session, the HRC 
adopts resolutions on numerous subjects which acts as guidelines for human rights 
implementation around the world. As an organisation in consultative status to the United Nations’ 
Economic and Social Committee (ECOSOC), the Right Livelihood Foundation has been attending 
HRC sessions since 2018, inviting laureates to sit at the heart of decision-making processes and 
ensuring that their fights receives global attention.  

 

The present report relates to the 45th session of the HRC, which began on September 14th after 
long negotiations on its modalities due to the COVID-19 pandemic. The session was concluded 
on October 7th with the adoption of 35 resolutions. The report seeks to summarise relevant 
debates around topics directly related to the work of numerous RLF laureates which occurred 
during the session. Side events could not be organised due to the pandemic, hence, the report 
consists only of two sections. First, plenary meetings include two types of debates: General 
Debates and Interactive Dialogues. The former is an open-ended form of discussion during which 
participants can raise any issue related the various items on the Council’s agenda. The latter is a 
form of debate which allows states and civil society to exchange views with the UN Special 
procedures on a specific topic decided by the mandate holders. The second section of this report 
refers to relevant Resolutions that were adopted during the Council which can be of interest to 
one or more RLF laureates. Due to limited capacities, the RLF did not take part in the negotiations 
around these resolutions, hence, our reflections are only based on the final content of the 
resolution and potential amendments made in the plenary.  

 

This report is not exhaustive in nature, as it does not report every debate that took place 
throughout the session, but only those attended by the RLF or relevant to the work of RLA 
laureates. Nevertheless, it provides a good overview of debates around issues closely related to 
laureate’s work. It highlights the recurring topics from each debate and, when possible, which 
countries mentioned the specific issue. As civil society space decreases and what happens in 
Geneva seems as distant as ever, this report can be seen as a useful summary to monitor which 
issues are of interest for specific states and what position they take. 
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PLENARY MEETINGS 

 

Opening of the Council, Oral update of the High Commissioner for Human Rights and General 
debate on item 2:  

Geneva, 14th – 15th September 2020  
 
At the opening of the 45th session of the Human Rights Council in Geneva, Bachelet presented her oral 
update outlining the human rights situation across the world. She first highlighted that the COVID-19 
crisis has collided with many other political, social and economic crises around the world and expressed 
concern at a number of human rights violations in countries such as Belarus, Iran, China, Ethiopia, Syria, 
Burundi, and the United States, among others. 
  
On Western Sahara, Bachelet stated that she is remotely monitoring the situation, and that her Office 
is seeking to organise a new technical mission to the territory, in cooperation with all parties. The last 
one was conducted five years ago. She highlighted that such missions are vital to identify critical human 
rights issues and contribute to preventing the escalation of grievances. 
  
In solidarity with 2019 Right Livelihood Laureate Aminatou Haidar, the Right Livelihood Foundation 
delivered two oral statements, one jointly with the NGOs Geneva Support Group for the Protection 
and Promotion of Human Rights in Western Sahara, denouncing the silence and absence of the United 
Nations in the territory. MINURSO is the only UN peacekeeping mission without a monitoring and 
reporting mandate, and the premature resignation of the UNSG Special Envoy has put on hold the 
negotiation process for over a year. We therefore urged the High Commissioner to resume the 
technical mission without delay, and to implement a programme of technical cooperation and capacity 
building with the legitimate representative of the people of Western Sahara. We also called on the 
Human Rights Council to consider the appointment of a Special Rapporteur of the human rights 
situation in Western Sahara. 
 
Bachelet also highlighted the situation in the Occupied Palestinian Territories, and in particular the 
Gaza Strip, where COVID-19 exacerbated the already severe humanitarian crisis and the health sector 
is facing total collapse. Bachelet urged Israel to lift the blockade which contravenes international law.  
  
In Brazil, Bachelet condemned attacks on human rights defenders and journalists, as well as rural 
violence and evictions of landless communities. In August, 1991 Right Livelihood Laureate MST 
denounced the violent evictions happening at Quilombo Campo Grande (Mina Gerais state), which is 
home to 450 landless families who have been living, producing and working there for over two 
decades. 
  
According to Bachelet, Afghanistan remains a country of concern, where the human cost of conflict is 
unacceptable, with some 3,500 civilian casualties this year, and continuing attacks on healthcare 
facilities and personnel are appalling.  
  
The High Commissioner also urged the release, without delay, of women human rights defenders in 
Saudi Arabia, who have been arbitrarily detained for over two years for calling for reforms related to 
the repressive male guardianship system.  
 
During the ensuing debate, 99 members and observers delivered statements, including 14 joint 
statements. Some speakers, including the European Union expressed concern over the human rights 

https://www.rightlivelihoodaward.org/laureates/aminatou-haidar/
https://www.rightlivelihoodaward.org/laureates/movimento-dos-trabalhadores-rurais-sem-terra-mst/
https://viacampesina.org/en/mst-quilombo-campo-grande-camp-resists-eviction-in-the-midst-of-the-pandemic/
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situation in Nicaragua, urging the state to cooperate with the OHCHR and to ensure that free elections 
are organised. Alarm was also expressed over the situation in Belarus, as a majority of states stated 
that the presidential election had been neither free not fair. Israel expressed disappointment over what 
it considers to be an institutional bias of the Council in its regards.  Morocco, on behalf of the “group 
of states on territorial integrity of the kingdom of Morocco” denied the current situation in Western 
Sahara, claiming that UN experts visiting the country had free and unrestricted access to all 
stakeholders, particularly civil society. Timor Leste, on behalf of the Geneva Support Group for Western 
Sahara stressed that while it fully supports the territorial integrity of Morocco, it does not include the 
occupied territory of Western Sahara and expressed its deepest concern about the continuing 
systematic human rights violations in the territory. Timor Leste called upon the UNSG to redouble his 
efforts to appoint a person to facilitate negotiations between the two parties and enable MINURSO to 
complete its mandate.  
 

Oral Update of the High Commissioner on Nicaragua  

Following her general oral update, Ms. Michelle Bachelet also updated the Council on the situation in 
Nicaragua. She regretted that no progress on the human rights situation could be noted since her last 
update in July and that 30 cases of threats and intimidation against human rights defenders, journalists, 
students, peasant leaders and members of the clergy have been reported to her office in the past two 
months. She also expressed concerns regarding an increase in femicides and shrinking of press 
freedom. She called on the Government to release all those arbitrarily deprived of their liberty for 
expressing dissenting opinions towards the Government, underlining that it would be a significant step 
towards restoring human rights. Additionally, Ms. Bachelet was alarmed at the COVID-19 response in 
the country, which included violations of freedom of expression and the dismissal of medical personnel. 
She highlighted a need for greater transparency and improved information.  

Ultimately, she urged the Government to implement the recommendations she had made in her 
September 2019 report and to resume effective co-operation with her office.  

 

 

Interactive Dialogue with the High Commissioner for Human Rights on the Human Rights Impact 
of the COVID-19 Pandemic 

Geneva, 14-15 September 2020 

In beginning this interactive dialogue, Ms. Michelle Bachelet, UN High Commissioner for Human 
Rights, said that the discussion would focus on how human rights-based policies could help mitigate 
the impact of the pandemic. She underlined that states who had pre-existing systems for the delivery 
of fundamental rights, were able to perform better during the crisis at all levels. Ms. Martha E. Newton, 
Deputy Director-General for Policy at the International Labour Organisation (ILO) focused on the right 
to work, social security and healthy-work conditions. She underlined that women have been 
disproportionately impacted by the pandemic and stressed that discrimination is often worsened by 
other intersecting characteristics such as ethnicity, age, nationality, and disability. Sustainable and 
equitable responses require states to account for these intersecting forms of discrimination and to 
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ensure representation through social dialogue and freedom of expression, association and assembly 
for all. Lastly, Mr. Mike Ryan, Executive Director of the World Health Organisation (WHO) Health 
Emergencies Programme, stated that prisons conditions and overcrowding is of particular worry for the 
WHO as well as an obstacle for efficient responses. He also stressed that the rights of older generations 
should be guaranteed and urged the international community not to leave anyone behind.  

During the ensuing debate, 84 states and observers took the floor, including 4 joint statements. The 
majority of speakers mentioned their countries’ best practices in combatting the pandemic, such as 
targeted actions for vulnerable groups or ensuring universal health coverage. Numerous countries 
including Mexico, Sweden, Denmark, Estonia, Iceland, Latvia, Lithuania and Norway, recognised the 
disproportionate impact of the pandemic on people in vulnerable situations such as women and 
indigenous peoples and the necessity to put them at the center of response efforts. The EU stressed 
that civic space is crucial in time of emergency and condemned that some countries used the pandemic 
to limit fundamental freedoms, underlining that any restrictions must be necessary, proportionate and 
applied in a non-discriminatory manner. Morocco, Russia and others stated that international 
cooperation is fundamental to tackle the pandemic, while some such as Iran and Russia condemned 
unilateral sanctions and urged that they be lifted to prioritise health and people.   

 

Interactive Dialogue with the Special Rapporteur on Water and Sanitation  

Geneva, 15-16 September 2020 

Mr. Leo Heller, Special Rapporteur on the human rights to safe drinking water and sanitation, 
presented his thematic report in which he provides practical guidelines for States to apply when 
implementing the obligation of progressive realisation. He stated that progressive realisation 
points towards the need for States to identify how best to achieve the adequate level of services 
for all, without discrimination. He also stressed that states should maximise their financial resources 
by making efforts to create more resources to ensure the enjoyment of the rights to water and 
sanitation as well as making sure that these resources be efficiently distributed, without corruption. 
He then presented his country reports to Mexico and Mongolia.  

 

58 member states and observers delivered statements during the debate, including 3 joint 
statements. While some countries, including Iran, focused on their good practices regarding the 
progressive realisation of the rights to water and sanitation, others recognised shortcomings. The 
African Group, for example, noted that some 285 million people in Africa still lack access to clean 
drinking water and 424 million are without sanitation facilities; the African Union continuously 
works towards assisting all member states to address these challenges. The State of Palestine 
mentioned that less than 4% of fresh water in Gaza is drinkable and that Israel’s blockade severely 
limits the ability to develop water and sanitation infrastructures. 

On a more global level, Germany noted that while there has been progress towards the realisation 
of the rights to water and sanitation within the last decade, there remain worldwide obstacles such 
as: climate change, water scarcity and a growing world population. The Nordic and Baltic countries 

https://undocs.org/en/A/HRC/45/10
https://undocs.org/es/A/HRC/45/10/Add.1
https://undocs.org/en/A/HRC/45/10/Add.3
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focused on menstrual health management, for which access to water plays a fundamental role and 
affects women’s participation in work, education, social life and mental health.  

 

In his concluding remarks, Mr. Heller noted that the COVID-19 pandemic has required several 
countries and development actors to consider water and sanitation differently, finally seeing them 
as a priority, given their importance in preventing the spread of the virus. Nevertheless, he stressed 
that the pace of implementation of those rights remains slow and needs to be further accelerated. 

 

Urgent debate on the situation of Human Rights in Belarus   

Geneva, 18 September 2020  

After a decision taken on 14th of September upon the request of Germany, on behalf of the European 
Union, which was voted upon, the Council held an urgent debate on the situation of Human Rights in 
Belarus following the 2020 elections. Ms. Nada al-Nashif, UN Deputy High Commissioner, opened the 
discussion by expressing alarm over the hundreds of allegations of torture and ill-treatment, which do 
not seem to be investigated or even disapproved of by the government. She urged the authorities to 
facilitate independent, transparent and effective investigations into the allegations and to cease 
violations to the right of peaceful assembly and freedom of expression. She also encouraged the 
authorities to engage in constructive dialogue. The floor was then given to Ms. Anais Marin, Special 
Rapporteur on Belarus, who highlighted that the authorities have denied citizens their rights to 
participate in public life through a wave of brutal repression. She stated that over 500 allegations of 
torture have been reported to the OHCHR in complete lawlessness and impunity. She underscored 
Belarus’ responsibility to prevent these crimes and called upon the authorities to guarantee a right of 
redress to the victims. She also stressed that the only way out of this crisis is through dialogue, involving 
all stakeholders. Speaking through video message, Ms. Svetlana Tsikhanouvskaja, the opposition 
candidate of the 2020 elections, demanded immediate international attention for Belarus, mentioning 
the beating, torture and rape of protestors. On a similar note, Ms. Ekaterina Novikava, civic activist, 
described the violations she had witness and experienced, asking that anyone who can should help 
bring all perpetrators to justice. It has to be noted that the speakers were repeatedly interrupted by 
Belarus, Venezuela, China and others who requested that the videos be stopped because they had no 
relevance of substance and were against rules of procedures. Requests that the President and other 
states rejected.  

 

Speaking as a concerned country, Belarus expressed disagreement over the format of this urgent 
meeting and rejected any of what it considers to be unfounded allegations of the speakers. The speaker 
underlined that social and mass media have presented a lopsided picture of the reality and that injuries 
have also been reported by police forces. In the country’s opinion, this debate is a clear attempt by 
some to intervene into the Belarussian elections as Belarus has everything that it needs to 
independently and peacefully resolve these issues.  
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Stark polarisation could be felt during the debate, during which numerous dignitaries took the 
floor. On the one side, states, including the European Union, the Nordic Countries, Ukraine,  
Marshall Islands,  Brazil, Switzerland, expressed deep concern about the degrading Human Rights 
situation in the country as well as the cruel, inhumane and degrading treatment to which the 
population is subjected by the police. These states all called for an independent investigation and 
to provide for full accountability.  On the other hand, some states, including Venezuela, the 
Philippines, Russia, Cuba, Nicaragua, China, Iran, Burundi opposed the holding of the urgent 
debate and deemed that the situation does not require any external interference.  
 
The recently announced 2020 Right Livelihood Laureate Viasna, took the floor with FIDH. It 
condemned the disinformation campaign led by Belarus and Russia on the human rights violations 
occurring in the country and called for a resolution condemning in the strongest terms the 
unprecedented level of violence.  
 
At the end of the debate, resolution A/HRC/RES/45/1 was adopted with 23 votes in favour, 2 
against (Venezuela and Eritrea) and 22 abstentions. The resolution expresses serious concern at 
credible allegations that Human Rights violations, including torture, were committed in the run-up 
to the 2020 presidential elections and its aftermath. It calls upon the authorities to cease using 
excessive force against peaceful demonstrators, enter into a dialogue with the opposition and civil 
society, fulfil its obligations under international human rights law, and cooperate fully with the 
Special Rapporteur. Lastly, it requests the High Commissioner for Human Rights to closely monitor 
the situation and to present an interim oral update on the situation at the next session of the 
Council.   
 

Interactive Dialogue with the Working Group on Arbitrary Detention   

Geneva, 21 September 2020 

Ms. Leigh Toomey, Chair Rapporteur of the Working Group on Arbitrary detention presented the 
annual report, which examines a range of thematic issues. In this context, she underlined three 
recommendations to States: (1) to address the situation of female detainees, including by giving full 
effect to safeguards embodied in global standards such as the Bangkok Rules ; (2) to ensure the 
enjoyment of the right to effective legal assistance by all persons deprived of their liberty ; (3) to use 
modern technologies to minimise the need to resort to deprivation of liberty, without discrimination. 
She then presented the reports of the Working Group’s visit to Qatar and Greece.  

 

During the dialogue 32 member States and observers took the floor, including 2 joint statements. While 
some, such as Afghanistan and Iran, shared their good practice on the matter, others, such as members 
of the EU and the Nordic and Baltic countries noted with great concern the recent cases of arbitrary 
detention around the world. The EU noted that no exceptional circumstance authorises arbitrary 
detention, cruel or inhumane treatment, including the COVID-19 crisis.  

https://undocs.org/en/A/HRC/RES/45/1
https://undocs.org/en/A/HRC/45/16
https://undocs.org/en/A/HRC/45/16/Add.2
https://undocs.org/en/A/HRC/45/16/Add.1
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Other states expressed concerns at the misuse of the special procedures mechanisms by some parties 
to achieve political goals. Egypt in particular was disappointed at the negative opinions adopted by 
the Working Group, which in their opinion are based on unreliable sources of information. The Nordic 
and Baltic countries on the other hand regretted the low response rates of states to the Working 
Group’s communications.  

 

In her concluding remarks, Ms. Toomey reminded states that the pandemic must not be used to silence 
human rights defenders and recalled that pre-trial detention must be an exceptional measure under 
international law.  

 

Interactive Dialogue with the Working Group on Enforced Disappearances   

Geneva, 21 September 2020  

Mr. Luciano Hazan, reporting Chair of the Working Group on enforced or involuntary disappearances 
presented the annual report, which lists 699 cases of disappearances. He then said that the Working 
Group is greatly concerned by the impact of COVID-19 on enforced disappearances. In numerous 
cases, investigations have been suspended or postponed, which facilitates disappearances and 
decreases the possibility to find a victim alive. He then presented the visit to Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan.  

 

During the debate that ensued 39 member States and observers took the floor, including 3 joint 
statements. Numerous speakers, including Morocco, welcomed the work of the Working Group and 
its recommendations. In doing so, the European Union shared the concerns around COVID-19 and also 
encouraged all states to ratify the International Convention for the Protection of all Persons against 
Enforced Disappearances. Some countries shared their good practices, including Afghanistan, which 
also stressed that impunity remains a distinctive trait of enforced disappearances and has a multiplying 
effect. While noting the importance of cooperating with the Working Group, Egypt expressed concerns 
about the consistent pattern of misuse of the Working Group’s mechanisms by some parties for political 
purposes through unfounded allegations of disappearances.  

 

In his interim and concluding remarks, Mr. Hazan noted that the Working Group has published a series 
of guidelines to mitigate the impact of the pandemic with regards to enforced disappearances. He also 
highlighted the importance of combatting impunity as well of that of cooperation amongst States to 
locate disappeared persons.  

 
 

Interactive Dialogue with the Special Rapporteur on Hazardous Substances and Wastes 

Geneva, 21 September 2020 

Introducing the thematic report on states duty to prevent exposure to COVID-19, Marcos Orellana, the 
new Special Rapporteur on the topic, stressed that states have a duty to “prevent and minimise” 
exposure to hazardous substances, including viruses such as COVID-19. He emphasised that while 

https://undocs.org/en/A/HRC/45/13
https://undocs.org/en/A/HRC/45/13/Add.2
https://undocs.org/en/A/HRC/45/13/Add.1
https://www.ohchr.org/EN/HRBodies/HRC/RegularSessions/Session45/Documents/A_HRC_45_12_AUV_EN.docx
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some countries have shown good practices, such as preventative measures, rapid responses, access to 
health for all and adherence to recommendations from the scientific community, many others 
regrettably exhibited blatant inaction or inappropriate response. In numerous examples, States created 
situations where the most marginalised and vulnerable communities were at the greatest risk of death 
from COVID-19. Turning to the report from his predecessor’s visit to Brazil he stated that the country 
is in a state of deep regression from Human Rights principles, laws and standards. From the burning of 
the Amazon, to the insidious threats of toxic pollution, Brazil has absconded from its duty to prevent 
and protect. To these ends, the report recommends the HRC to hold an inquiry into the current human 
rights situation in Brazil as well as a special session on the protection of the Amazon rainforest and 
human rights.  
 

During the interactive dialogue that followed, 29 members and observers took the floor, including two 
joint statements. Speaking as a concerned country, Brazil criticised the Special Rapporteur’s 
recommendations, claiming that they “overstep his mandate” and that the report “relies on unreliable 
and outdated data” for a number of claims. Generally, nevertheless, States agreed with the Special 
Rapporteur over the existence of a State duty to prevent exposure to hazardous substances and many 
presented their good practices with regards to the pandemic management. Botswana stressed that 
international cooperation is fundamental and that all products, including the eventual COVID-19 
vaccine, should be treated as a global public health good and shared equitably between countries. 
The Russian Federation failed to see a link between the mandate and the spread of coronavirus, 
stressing that the report seemed to address an issue that was out of his mandate.  
 
The Right Livelihood Foundation delivered a statement, drawing the Council’s attention to the worrying 
situation of indigenous communities in the Amazon, in particular the Yanomami, who are 250% more 
at risk of dying from COVID-19 compared to the rest of the population. In addition, they are at constant 
threat of other diseases, including mercury poisoning, due to the presence of illegal miners in the area. 
We echoed the calls made previously this year, by 2019 Right Livelihood Laureate Davi Kopenawa at 
the 43rd session of the Human Rights Council, to ensure that Brazilian authorities effectively protect 
the demarcated Yanomami territory and prosecute those responsible for illegal mining. 

 

In his concluding remarks, Mr. Orellana emphasised the importance of international solidarity when it 
comes to management and disposal of hazardous substances and wastes. He also condemned that the 
COVID-19 pandemic had been accompanied by misinformation campaigns and stressed that he plans 
to defend the role of science throughout his mandate.  
 

Annual Panel on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples   

Geneva, 23 September 2020 

Speakers:  

• Ms. Nada al-Nashif, UN Deptuy High Commissioner for Human Rights  
• Ms. Aida Quilcue Vivas, Representative, Human Rights and Peace Department of the National 

Indigenous Organisation of Colombia 

https://www.ohchr.org/EN/HRBodies/HRC/RegularSessions/Session45/Documents/A_HRC_45_12_Add.2.docx
https://www.rightlivelihoodaward.org/media/davi-kopenawa-addresses-the-un-human-rights-council-demanding-that-indigenous-rights-be-respected-in-brazil/
https://www.rightlivelihoodaward.org/laureates/davi-kopenawa-hutukara-yanomami-association/
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• Mr. Andrew Anderson, Executive Director, Front Line Defenders  
• Ms. Victoria Tauli-Corpuz, former Special Rapporteur on the rights of Indigenous Peoples  
• Mr. Joseph Itongwa, Chair of the Board of Directors, Indigenous Peoples Network for 

Sustainable Management of Forest Ecosystems (DRC)  

 

In her introductory remarks, Ms. Al-Nashif underlined that COVID-19 is disproportionately affecting 
indigenous peoples, who were already disadvantaged when it comes to healthcare and noted that the 
long-term social and economic consequences of the pandemic were unlikely to improve their lives. She 
stressed that sustainable development approaches are to be prioritised as they have the power to 
respect indigenous rights. On COVID-19 Mr. Anderson, also underlined the increased risks of 
indigenous communities, which include higher rates of attacks. On a more general level, he stressed 
that one of the fundamental issues is that perpetrators of killings of environmental and indigenous 
rights’ defenders enjoy quasi total impunity. He recalled that while states have a duty to respect 
indigenous communities and defenders, companies also have a responsibility in respecting indigenous 
rights. Ms. Tauli-Corpuz exposed the recommendations and conclusions from her 2018 report on 
criminalisation of indigenous peoples. She underlined that 2/3 of all killings took place in Latin America 
and that the key reasons were linked to the mining and agri-business sector. Two speakers addressed 
specific countries’ situations. Ms. Quilcue Vivas described the situation that indigenous peoples face 
in Colombia, where over 10,700 violations and cases of victimisation have been recorded. She invited 
the Special Rapporteur to consider a visit to Colombia as soon as the pandemic ends. Mr. Itongwa 
focused on the situation in the Democratic Republic of Congo, where indigenous peoples witness land 
dispossession, violence and evictions. He therefore called on the DRC to align with its international 
obligations.  

 

During the ensuing debate, 21 states and observers delivered statements, including 3 groups of 
countries. Numerous countries, including the EU and the Latin American countries, regretted that the 
COVID-19 pandemic has exacerbated inequalities faced by indigenous peoples and condemned all 
attacks on indigenous peoples and their defenders. A position also shared by the Nordic and Baltic 
countries, which stressed that impunity is unacceptable and called on all states to defend the rights of 
indigenous peoples. Colombia stated that they have consistently tried to improve mechanisms of 
protection but recognised the specific challenges that certain areas of the countries are still facing, and 
reiterated their willingness to cooperate with the OHCHR on the matter. The Philippines underscored 
that the Council should be aware of the pernicious influence of non-states actors who sometimes 
misuse the states of Indigenous Peoples at the UN.  

 

In their concluding remarks, Ms. Quilcue Vivas asked States to urgently provide assistance to ensure 
the monitoring, investigation and follow-up of the human rights situation in Colombia. On similar lines, 
Mr. Anderson called upon States to increase resources for the Special Rapporteur on the rights of 
indigenous peoples.  
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General Debate on Item 3 : Promotion and Protection of all Human Rights 

Geneva, 22-23 September 2020   

In total, 49 member States and observers took the floor during the debate, including 19 joint 
statements. A wide variety of topics were addressed, including the right to development, poverty 
reduction, maternal mortality and morbidity, the rights of indigenous people, sexual and reproductive 
health and rights, and the right to education. The EU also underlined the importance of Human Rights 
based policies in fighting terrorism, while the Russian Federation deplored that a number of countries 
have taken advantage of the current crisis to increase their political and economic pressure on 
unwanted governments through unilateral coercive measures.  

 

The Right Livelihood Foundation, jointly with Americans for Democracy and Human Rights in Bahrain, 
ALQST and MENA Rights Group, delivered a statement denouncing Saudi Arabia’s appalling human 
rights record. In particular, they condemned the arbitrary detention of 2018 Right Livelihood Laureates 
Mohammed al-Qahtani and Waleed Abulkhair and urged Saudi authorities to account for the neglect 
of Abdullah al-Hamid’s health, which eventually resulted in his death.  

 

Interactive Dialogue with the Special Rapporteur on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples 

Geneva, 24-25 September 2020  

Mr Francisco Cali Tzay presented the report compiled by his predecessor, emphasising that COVID-19 
represents a significant threat against indigenous peoples all over the world, as they are particularly 
vulnerable to the disease due to inadequate access to health care and clean water. He also expressed 
concern that that “the escalating evictions of indigenous peoples from their lands and the loss of their 
traditional livelihoods, combined with the hardships of COVID-19 is aggravating extreme poverty and 
malnutrition in indigenous communities”. Lastly, he called for the early inclusion of indigenous peoples 
in crisis management and recovery planning, to ensure that their needs are included in national 
programmes and policies.  

During the interactive dialogue, 29 members and observers took the floor, including two joint 
statements. The European Union expressed concern over the lack of implementation of the rights of 
indigenous peoples and the criminalisation of indigenous human rights defenders. A concern that was 
also shared by Denmark, on behalf of the Nordic Baltic countries, which deplored the criminalisation 
and the violent attacks against indigenous peoples when defending their collective rights. Brazil 
highlighted its successes on the matter, such as the suspension the licensing procedure for the São 
Luiz do Tapajós dam project in 2016, following the former Special Rapporteur’s visit. Chile highlighted 
that despite progress has been made regionally and internationally, a lot has to be done yet to ensure 
the respect of indigenous peoples’ rights across the world.  

The Right Livelihood Foundation took the floor to draw the Special Rapporteur’s attention to the 
worrying situation of the Yanomami people in Brazil, who are facing a social and environmental 
catastrophe due to land invasions by illegal miners. As repeatedly denounced by 2019 Right Livelihood 
Laureate Davi Kopenawa and the Hutukara Yanomami Association, they are responsible for the 

https://www.rightlivelihoodaward.org/laureates/abdullah-al-hamid-waleed-abu-al-khair-mohammad-fahad-al-qahtani/
https://www.rightlivelihoodaward.org/laureates/abdullah-al-hamid-waleed-abu-al-khair-mohammad-fahad-al-qahtani/
https://undocs.org/en/A/HRC/45/34
https://www.rightlivelihoodaward.org/laureates/davi-kopenawa-hutukara-yanomami-association/
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destruction of the environment, mercury poisoning and other diseases in their land. Therefore, we 
asked Mr Cali Tzay, how the Council should act to ensure that Brazilian authorities fulfill their 
responsibility to protect the Yanomami people and their demarcated territory.  

In response to the statements by the Right Livelihood Foundation and other NGOs that took the floor 
to denounce the country’s disregard for indigenous peoples’ rights, Brazil replied stating that the 
government has taken consistent measures to tackle the pandemic, and especially to mitigate its 
impact on indigenous peoples. It also claimed that the government has suspended access to 
indigenous lands amid COVID-19, thus denying the presence of illegal miners. Lasty, with regard to 
the bill proposed by President Bolsonaro to legally allow commercial mining in indigenous territories, 
which we specifically denounced in our statement, Brazil argued that there is a “misunderstanding”, as 
the bill “is still under consideration”, thus minimising its potential devastating impact. 

In his concluding remarks, the newly appointed Special Rapporteur called on the States to continue 
their efforts to promote and implement the rights of indigenous peoples and argued that recognising 
the identity of indigenous peoples is crucial to effectively fight climate change.  

 

General Debate on Item 4 : Human rights situations that require the Council’s attention 

Geneva, 25 September 2020 

During the debate, 57 Members and observers delivered statements, including 5 joint statements. The 
speakers flagged the human rights situations of the following countries: Iran, Venezuela, Belarus, 
Russian Federation, Crimea, China, Syria, Democratic people’s Republic of Korea, Myanmar, United 
States, Hong Kong, Tibet, South Sudan, Nicaragua, India, Jammu and Kashmir, Russian occupied 
Georgia’s Abkhazia and Tkshinvali regions, Israel, Palestine, Lebanon, Xinjiang, Egypt, Saudi Arabia, 
Burundi, Sudan, Turkey, Armenia, Philippines, Djibouti, Turkmenistan, Tajikistan, Azerbaijan, Côte 
d’Ivoire, Zimbabwe, Pakistan, Sri Lanka, Thailand, Bahrain, Cameroon, Yemen and Nepal  
 
The Right Livelihood Foundation also delivered a statement on the worrying trend against members of 
civil society in India. We denounced the recent arrest of 11 Muslim students and three university 
professors, some of whom charged under the anti-terrorist law, in relation to the Delhi riots opposing 
the discriminatory Citizenship Amendment Act and the National Registry of Citizens. We urged India 
to promptly mandate an independent investigation on the riots and ensure accountability of the real 
instigators of the violence.  
 

Interactive Dialogue with the Assistant Secretary General on the Secretary General’s Report on 
cases of reprisals and intimidation against individuals and groups seeking to cooperate with the 
United Nations  

Geneva, 30 September 2020  

Presenting the report, Ms. Ilze Brands Kehris, the Assistant Secretary-General for Human Rights 
lamented that the number of allegations against individuals cooperating with the UN are increasing in 
the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic, specifically highlighting their online dimension. She expressed 
concern at the increasing threats towards women human rights defenders, LGBTI defenders, 

https://www.ohchr.org/EN/HRBodies/HRC/RegularSessions/Session45/Documents/A_HRC_45_36.docx
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indigenous groups, minorities and youth. She also emphasised that the United Nations deserve human 
rights defenders’ trust only if it stands for them when needed, and recalled the Secretary General’s Call 
to Action for Human Rights, which underlined that the well-functioning of the UN depends greatly 
on the inclusion and participation of civil society partners.   
 
During the debate, 36 statements were delivered by states, including 3 joint statements. The European 
Union condemned all reprisals against human rights defenders described in the report. Its position was 
echoed by Australia, which expressed concern that members of the HRC are among states who 
perpetrated these reprisals. Countries mentioned in the report, including Egypt, the 
Philippines, Israel, Iran and Saudi Arabia refuted the information contained in the report, stating that it 
does not rely on reliable sources and that the people mentioned had been tried and given the 
necessary sentence for lawful crimes.   
 
Earlier this year, the Right Livelihood Foundation contributed to the Secretary General’s report through 
a submission on the case of 2019 Right Livelihood Laureate Aminatou Haidar, who has been the victim 
of physical attacks and online stigmatisation by the Moroccan authorities in January and February 2020. 
The reprisals were carried out after the celebration of the reception of the 2019 Right Livelihood Award 
during which Ms Haidar met several UN representatives, including former UN Deputy High 
Commissioner Kate Gilmore, as well as after her participation to the 43rd session of the Human Rights 
Council session, in March 2020.   
   
Details about her case have been included in the Secretary-General's report, to which Morocco replied 
by refuting the allegations and claiming that Ms Haidar «is not a human rights defender subjected to 
reprisals, but rather has a political agenda which does not correspond to the mandate of this 
report». The report also mentioned the cases of other Right Livelihood Laureates, namely Helen Mack 
Chang, Mohammad Fahad al-Qahtani, late Abdullah al-Hamid, Raji Sourani’s Palestinian Center for 
Human Rights and members of the CICIG, which was led by Ivan Velásquez.   
 
During the debate, the Right Livelihood Foundation facilitated the intervention of 2019 Right 
Livelihood Laureate Aminatou Haidar, who delivered a video statement highlighting that the Sahrawi 
people continue to be deprived of their legitimate right to self-determination and of their civil, 
political, economic and cultural rights by the occupying power. She further denounced that human 
rights violations in Western Sahara are happening under the eyes of the United Nations, which is failing 
to protect the fundamental rights of the Sahrawi people.   
  
 

 

 

 

 

https://www.rightlivelihoodaward.org/laureates/helen-mack-chang/
https://www.rightlivelihoodaward.org/laureates/helen-mack-chang/
https://www.rightlivelihoodaward.org/laureates/abdullah-al-hamid-waleed-abu-al-khair-mohammad-fahad-al-qahtani/
https://www.rightlivelihoodaward.org/laureates/raji-sourani/
https://www.rightlivelihoodaward.org/laureates/thelma-aldana-ivan-velasquez/


  

 15 

RESOLUTIONS  

35 Resolutions were adopted during the 45th session of the Human Rights Council. Among these, we 
identified 7 which can be of relevance to the work of one or more laureates.  

 

Enforced or involuntary disappearances (45/3) 

The resolution was adopted without a vote. Besides calling upon States who have not yet ratified the 
International Convention for the Protection of All Persons from Enforced Disappearance to consider 
doing so with a matter of priority (OP1), the resolution welcomes the important work undertaken by 
the Working Group. It also calls upon States that have not provided substantive replies concerning 
claims of enforced disappearances in their countries to do so and to give due consideration to relevant 
recommendations issued by the Working Group (OP).  

 

The human rights to safe drinking water and sanitation (45/8)   

The resolution was adopted without a vote. OP7 contains a list of 13 recommendations for the 
progressive realisation of the human rights to safe drinking water and sanitation. Among these are: “To 
promote women’s leadership and equal participation in planning, decision-making and implementation 
on water and sanitation management” (7(e)); “To enhance international solidarity, cooperation and 
support for countries hosting large numbers of displaced persons and refugees in addressing their 
water- and sanitation- challenges” (7(g)); “To address the widespread stigma and shame surrounding 
menstruation and menstrual hygiene…” (7(h)); “To step up disease prevention efforts by ensuring safe, 
adequate and affordable water and sanitation services for all in public and private spaces.” (7(k)). This 
very comprehensive list is then followed by a request to the Secretary General and the United Nations’ 
High Commissioner for Human Rights to provide the Special Rapporteur with all the resources and 
assistance necessary for the effective fulfilment of the mandate.  

 

Terrorism and Human Rights (45/11)  

The resolution was adopted without a vote. It urges States to: take measures to ensure that their 
counter-terrorism laws are consistent with the rights enshrined in the Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights, not only from a legal point of view but also in their application (OP11); to take actions to prevent 
any political, material or financial support from reaching terrorist groups (OP13); to prohibit the 
recruitment of children by terrorist groups (OP14); to take measures to promote peace, justice, religious 
tolerance (OP19). It also invites all relevant stakeholders to pay due attention to the negative impact 
of terrorism on the enjoyment of all human rights and fundamental freedoms (OP22).  

 

Human Rights and indigenous peoples (45/12)   

The resolution was adopted without a vote. It welcomes the work of the Special Rapporteur and of the 
Expert Mechanism on the rights of the indigenous peoples and urges States and other potential donors 
to support the United Nations Voluntary Fund for Indigenous Peoples (OP5). It also decides that the 

https://undocs.org/en/A/HRC/45/L.19
https://undocs.org/en/A/HRC/RES/45/8
https://undocs.org/en/A/HRC/45/L.33
https://undocs.org/en/A/HRC/RES/45/12
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theme of the annual half-day panel discussion on the rights of indigenous peoples, which will be held 
during the forty-eight session of the HRC to be on the situation of human rights of indigenous peoples 
facing the COVID-19 pandemic (OP11). Turning to action to be currently taken, it encourages all 
stakeholders to work in collaboration with indigenous peoples’ representatives and institutions for their 
responses and recovery from the COVID-19 pandemic (OP12). On reprisals against indigenous leaders 
and indigenous rights defenders, the resolution urges States to take all necessary measures to ensure 
the rights, protection and safety of indigenous peoples and their defenders, including accountability 
(OP29).  

 

The safety of journalists (45/18)  

The resolution was adopted without a vote. It condemns all attacks, reprisals and violence against 
journalists and media workers, especially on women journalists, and the prevailing impunity for such 
acts (OP1-3). It also lists in OP10 a series of calls for States to improve the safety of journalists, including 
in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic. It also requests the High Commissioner to present to the 
Human Rights Council in its 48th session a report on the impact and repercussions of measures taken 
by Governments in response to the COVID-19 pandemic on the safety and work of journalists and 
media workers, integrating a gender perspective, and to identify trends and collect good practices on 
national approaches to protect journalists (OP18).  

 

Promoting, protecting and respecting women’s and girl’s full enjoyment of human rights in 
humanitarian situations (45/29) 

The landmark resolution was adopted without a vote after being orally revised. It requests the High 
Commissioner to submit to the HRC at its 49th session an analytical report on a comprehensive 
approach to promoting, protecting and fulfilling women’s and girls’ full enjoyment of human rights in 
humanitarian situations at the national, regional and international levels, including good practices, 
challenges and lessons learned on accountability (OP1).  

 

 

Rights of the child: realizing the rights of the child through a healthy environment (45/30)  

The resolution was adopted without a vote after being orally revised and the rejection of two 
amendments introduced by the Russian Federation which would have significantly weakened the 
text. Among others, it urges states to create opportunities for children’s inclusive and meaningful 
participation in environmental decision-making processes (OP9). It also urges them to take all 
necessary measures to prevent businesses from causing harm or contributing to children’s rights 
abuses (OP10). It decides to hold the next annual full-day meeting on the Rights of the Child on 
“the Rights of the Child and the Sustainable Development Goals” (OP17). Finally, it requests the 
UN High Commissioner to prepare a report on the right of the child to family reunification (OP18).  

 

https://undocs.org/en/A/HRC/45/L.42/Rev.1
https://undocs.org/en/A/HRC/45/L.46/Rev.1
https://undocs.org/en/A/HRC/45/L.48/Rev.1
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