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e Acknowledgement

Threats to human rights defenders and civic freedoms are increasing across the Asia Pacific
region. The space for National Human Rights Institutions (NHRIs) and Civil Society Organisations
(CSOs) to raise concerns about human rights is shrinking. Human rights defenders face
criminalisation when engaging in a public protest or civil disobedience.

Over the years, NHRIs have strengthened their role and actions to encourage governments and
other actors to promote and protect human rights. However, NHRIs still face multiple challenges
in fulfilling their mandates. The lack of full cooperation or compliance by governments or
other public authorities hinders NHRIs’ ability to monitor and remedy human rights violations
effectively. We hope this resource will guide NHRIs in navigating the complex social, political,
and legal landscape of human rights defenders’ protection.

This practical guide was made possible by the generous support and funding from the European
Union through the EU NHRI Phase 3 Project. The APF Secretariat thanks Fia Hamid-Walker,
Human Rights Defenders Project Officer, for her leadership and commitment to this project.

We are incredibly thankful to Jem Stevens, who developed and prepared this practical guide.
Her expertise and support have greatly enriched this work. We would also like to acknowledge
Kieren Fitzpatrick, Pip Dargan and Phil Wardle for their insights, knowledge, and experience in
the evacuation and advocacy for NHRI staff threatened by reprisals.
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e About this Practical Guide

In Asia Pacific, as in other regions, human rights defenders play a pivotal role in advancing
fairer and more just societies and have achieved many successes, as recognised by the UN
Special Rapporteur on HRDs'. At the same time, recent years have witnessed a sharp decline
in the civic and democratic space across the region. Human rights defenders (HRDs) in many
countries operate under immense personal risk, enduring threats and intimidation. In some
contexts, the erosion of the rule of law, often justified by national security concerns, coupled with
restrictive legislation, policies, and government initiatives, further obstruct HRDs’ ability to carry
out their work effectively and safely. Across the region, HRDs continue to show determination
and resilience in the face of immense personal risk and challenges.

In 2021, the Asia Pacific Forum of National Human Rights Institutions (APF) adopted the APE
Regional Action Plan on HRDs (RAP), demonstrating the collective commitment of APF and its

members to protect and promote the rights of HRDs in Asia Pacific. The four-year plan outlines
regional and national actions to recognise the dignity of defenders and strengthen respect for
their rights. It also honours a key commitment under the “Marrakesh Declaration,” adopted at

the 13th international conference of NHRIs in 2018: “Expanding the civic space and promoting
and protecting HRDs, with a specific focus on women: The role of National Human Rights
Institutions”.

This practical guide has been developed to assist NHRIs in implementing Regional Action #4 of
the APF Regional Action Plan: “Facilitate relocation and respite for Human Rights Defenders.”
Although often considered a last resort, relocation and respite initiatives are crucial among the
various measures to protect the safety and well-being of HRDs. The practical guide aims to help
NHRIs in Asia Pacific explore different ways to support HRDs facing threats and reprisals, with
a particular focus on facilitating relocation and respite.

The practical guide begins by examining different types of risks faced by HRDs (PART A) and
the broader role of NHRIs in supporting HRDs facing risks and reprisals (PART B). It then
takes a closer look at relocation and respite initiatives (PART C) and explores different ways
NHRIs can support relocation and respite for HRDs (PART D). It concludes by considering the
importance of ensuring well-being of HRDs partaking in relocation and respite programmes
(PART E). Links to relevant tools and resources are included in each section.

1. UN Special Rapporteur on Human Rights Defenders,
(2022) (A/HRC/52/29).
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https://www.asiapacificforum.net/resources/regional-action-plan-on-human-rights-defenders
https://www.asiapacificforum.net/resources/regional-action-plan-on-human-rights-defenders
https://ganhri.org/supporting-human-rights-defenders/
https://srdefenders.org/success-through-perseverance-and-solidarity-25-years-of-achievements-by-human-rights-defenders-press-release/
https://srdefenders.org/success-through-perseverance-and-solidarity-25-years-of-achievements-by-human-rights-defenders-press-release/

© PartA

Risks faced by humanrights defenders

0 Different types of risks faced by HRDs

Human rights defenders often challenge powerful interests and expose abuses by governments,
corporations, and other influential entities. By advocating for marginalized groups, holding perpetrators
of rights violations accountable, and promoting social justice, HRDs can disrupt the status quo, making
them targets of harassment, intimidation, and violence.

Some terminology

* Risks can be understood as the potential negative effects or actions HRDs might experience.
* Threats are statements or actions indicating an intention to harm HRDs.

* Reprisals are retaliatory actions taken in response to the work of HRDs, intended to punish or
silence individuals or groups of defenders.

*  “Violations against HRD” refers to actions that infringe upon the fundamental rights and freedoms
of HRDs.

The types of risks HRDs can face are varied and include:

e Stigmatization: Being denigrated and defamed, for example being labelled “anti-state” “terrorists”

“criminals” “anti-religious” etc.
* Violence: Physical and sexual assaults, disappearance, torture and death.

* Threats of death and violence, including online harassment, with anonymity often adding to the
levels of stress and intimidations experienced by HRDs.

* Police harassment: arbitrary arrest and detention, being spied on.

* Judicial harassment: filing legal claims and charges to intimidate and silence HRDs, entangling
them in lengthy processes that disrupt their lives.

* Attacks on property: vehicle, home, office being vandalised, property being stolen.

* Administrative hinderance: funding denial, difficulties registering, requirements to provide
financial information, restricting travel and association etc.

* Attacks on livelihood: losing employment or educational opportunity, having professional
accreditation withdrawn or denied.

Violations against HRDs in Asia-Pacific

According to FORUM-ASIA, in 2021 and 2022, HRDs in Asia-Pacific most often suffered judicial
harassment (3,226 defenders affected), including arbitrary arrest and detention and denial of fair trial.
There were 84 documented cases of targeted killings against HRDs, where 188 individuals lost their
lives. HRDs also suffered physical violence (516 cases) and threats and intimidation (316 cases).

Source: FORUM-ASIA, Defending in Numbers 2021-2022.
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https://forum-asia.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/06/Defending-in-Numbers-Rising-Together-Against-All-Odds-com.pdf

Resources
* The Asian HRD Portal is an online platform managed by FORUM-ASIA, featuring a database that
gathers all the violations against HRDs in different countries documented by FORUM-ASIA.

*  FORUM-ASIA also publishes Defending in Numbers (DiN), a biennial report on HRD rights in the
region.

e Who can be targeted?@

HRDs, their family members, friends and colleagues can be targeted with acts of harassment, intimidation
and violence in response to the work of HRDs. Reprisals can target individuals, organisations and
communities. In addition to being used punitively, attacks can be meant as a deterrent: each act of
aggression sends a message of intimidation to others defending rights that it is not safe to do so.

e NHRIs as HRDs

NHRIs and their staff are also human rights defenders and may face reprisals for the work they do. As
institutions, NHRIs may face attacks on their formal independence or mandate, political pressure and
funding cuts. NHRI representatives may be removed from their posts, arbitrarily arrested or otherwise
intimidated or attacked. In many places in the Asia Pacific, NHRI staff face enormous risks themselves
for their work defending human rights and some have lost their lives in the course of their work.

In 2015, two members of the Human Rights Commission of the Maldives (HRCM), Ahmed Tholal and
Jeehan Mahmood, were prosecuted by the Supreme Court of the Maldives for sharing information with

the UN in the Universal Periodic Review process. In the first case of its kind, the UN Human Committee
ruled that the Supreme Court violated the two HRCM members’ freedom of expression in carrying out
reprisals against them for engaging with the UN.

Source:

Resource

*  European Network of National Human Rights Institutions (ENNHRI) Guidelines on ENNHRI support
to NHRIs under threat (2020) - these state the principles that drive ENNHRI’s support for NHRIs
under threat; provide an overview of the options for support available; and clarify the procedures
that are followed in such cases.

o HRDs facing heightened risks

In each context, certain groups of human rights defenders can face heightened risks or require specific
targeted support for their rights. Across the Asia Pacific region, women human rights defenders
frequently face increased risks of violence and reprisals due to gender discrimination and societal
stereotypes, which lead to marginalization and limited access to justice. Trans and non-binary HRDs
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https://www.google.com/url?q=https://asianhrds.forum-asia.org&sa=D&source=docs&ust=1727145154826364&usg=AOvVaw0355EGg-T9ucSZ5waVCjic
https://forum-asia.org/?s=defending+in+numbers
https://ennhri.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/Guidelines-on-ENNHRI-support-to-NHRIs-under-threat.pdf
https://ennhri.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/Guidelines-on-ENNHRI-support-to-NHRIs-under-threat.pdf
https://www.asiapacificforum.net/news/un-human-rights-committee-finds-maldives-violated-freedom-expression-nhri-members

often encounter prejudice and additional complexities in protection due to their gender identities. In
several countries, environmental and indigenous HRDs are particularly vulnerable to being targeted,
including by private sector actors because of their work defending land and environmental rights.
Additionally, disability rights HRDs commonly face discrimination and exclusion, highlighting the need
for targeted support and inclusive initiatives. As well as human rights defenders themselves, their
families and communities may face risks due to the work of HRDs.

Resources

*  APF (2019): NHRI Guidelines for Mainstreaming the Human Rights of Women and Girls into Our
Everyday Work

*  Protection International: Collective Protection of Human Rights Defenders - A collective approach
to the right to defend human rights

*  UNDP & APTN (2017): Legal Gender Recognition: A Multi-Country Legal and Policy Review in Asia

*  Asia Pacific Forum on Women, Law, and Development (2007): Claiming Rights, Claiming Justice:
A Guidebook on Women Human Rights Defenders

* Destination Justice (2018): Revealing the Rainbow: The Human Rights Situation of LGBTIQ HRDs
in Southeast Asia

*  APF (2019): Human Rights and Disability: A Manual for National Human Rights Institutions

*  UNEP (2018): Promoting Greater Protection for Environmental Defenders Policy

Who perpetrates violations against HRDs?2

Violations against HRDs are often carried out by powerful State agents, such as the police, military,
judiciary or other government actors, who act to protect themselves or the State from criticism. Incidents
targeting HRDs are also perpetrated by non-State actors, including private sector actors, members
of criminal groups, armed groups, and extremist groups such as religious fundamentalist or ultra-
nationalist groups, and even by members of local communities who feel threatened by changes HRDs
seek to implement. Their links to the state may be direct, indirect or absent altogether.

In Asia Pacific, government agents are the most common perpetrators of violations against HRDs.
However, companies — often agri-businesses and multinational companies conducting business across
borders — are also frequent participants in violations against HRDs in the region. In some countries,
non-state actors are responsible for the majority of attacks against HRDs. According to FORUM-ASIA,
in Afghanistan, the Taliban was responsible for all attacks on HRDs documented in 2021 and 2022
where the perpetrator was known.?

The primary obligation to protect human rights defenders lies with states. But non-state actors,
including businesses, are also encouraged to have human rights policies setting out how they will
respect human rights and HRDs.

Resource

e The UN Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights, recognise “the role of business
enterprises as specialized organs of society performing specialized functions, required to comply
with all applicable laws and to respect human rights.”

2. FORUM-ASIA, Defending in Numbers 2021-2022.
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© PartB

The role of NHRIs in supporting HRDs facing
risks and reprisals

NHRIs have an important role to play in supporting HRDs facing risks and reprisals, as key institutions
with a mandate to protect and promote human rights at the national level. NHRIs have the authority
to investigate human rights violations, publicise information on the situation of HRDs and advocate
for changes to enhance their safety. Additionally, the role of NHRIs as a bridge between civil society,
government, regional and international actors means they can mobilize resources and influence in
support for HRDs at risk.

“Where can we most effectively resolve conflicts that endanger HRDs? The answer lies at the national
level. When we shift our focus to regional and international arenas, we inevitably dilute our influence
and impact. Let’s prioritise empowering NHRIs to proactively protect HRDs facing the gravest risks —
that will be most effective.” Kieren Fitzpatrick, Director, APF.

Paris Principles relevant to NHRI support for HRDs facing risks
and reprisals

The Paris Principles outline the essential characteristics and functions of NHRIs to ensure their
effectiveness, independence, and credibility. A number of these are relevant to NHRIs’ support HRDs
facing threats and reprisals. i.e. NHRIs should:

* Have a broad mandate as possible, to both promote and protect human rights.
*  Publicise information on human rights situations, including that of defenders.

* Interact with the international human rights system, including UN bodies and committees, regional
institutions and NHRIs of other countries.

*  Engage with other human rights bodies, including CSOs.

*  Submit reports and recommendations to address human rights concerns, including situations of
human rights violations.

Resources

* The Paris Principles (‘Principles Relating to the Status of National Human Rights Institutions’)

e  GANHRI General Observations on the Paris Principles

10
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https://ganhri.org/paris-principles/#:~:text=The%20Paris%20Principles%20(%27Principles%20Relating,are%20pluralism%2C%20independence%20and%20effectiveness.
https://ganhri.org/accreditation/general-observations/#:~:text=The%20General%20Observations%20are%20authoritative,and%20scope%20of%20the%20Principles.

0 Applying the “do no harm” principle in HRD protection

As NHRIs contemplate their responses to support HRDs at risk, it is crucial to uphold the “do no harm”
principle. The “do no harm” principle means doing our best to ensure interventions do not inadvertently
cause harm. Even well-intentioned actions can have unexpected consequences. The safety and well-
being of the person we are seeking to help, as well as of the NHRI and its staff, must be the central
concern at all times.

Practically, “do no harm” involves carefully thinking about the impact of planned actions, considering
any potential risks and ways to reduce these. NHRIs should work together with at-risk HRDs to assess
the benefits and risks of different possible actions, ensuring the person’s consent is given for any
course of action taken. Particularly when making public statements or other interventions, NHRIs need
to make sure these are not going make the situation worse or lead to retaliations.

e What measures can help protect HRDs facing risks
and reprisals@

Reprisals against HRDs rarely occur without warning. They typically follow a pattern that begins with
threats and can escalate into aggression. NHRIs and other actors can implement a range of measures
to support and protect HRDs facing such threats and reprisals, helping them feel safer and continue
their work. The following examples of NHRI action focus on measures that can be taken in response
to specific situations of threats or reprisals faced by HRDs. These complement policies and measures
which NHRIs can put in place to proactively recognise and support HRD rights and help create an
enabling environment for their work, as set out in the APF Regional Action Plan:

@ Providing recognition
NHRIs and other influential actors, such as members of the international community, can enhance
an HRD’s credibility and visibility by publicly acknowledging their work as legitimate. This recognition
can bolster the HRD’s security and discourage reprisals by raising the political stakes of any actions
taken against them. NHRIs can provide recognition through public statements, communications with
governments, and in reports to other bodies, among others.

When HRDs in Indonesia were facing legal harassment, the NHRI, Komnas HAM, made a statement
endorsing their work as HRDs, following encouragement from civil to do so. This helped demonstrate
the HRDs’ legitimacy and contributed to building widespread support for the HRDs among other actors.

Source: Interview with FORUM-ASIA

The Commission on Human Rights of the Philippines has repeatedly publicly condemned attacks
against HRDs in the country, calling for investigations into these attacks and requesting the authorities
to take necessary measures to ensure the safety of HRDs.

Source: Interview with FORUM-ASIA
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@ Legal support

NHRIs can provide legal advice and assistance to HRDs - for example when they face arbitrary arrest
or other forms of judicial harassment - helping them navigate complex legal systems, defend their
rights, and seek justice. This support can also empower HRDs to continue their important work with
greater confidence and protection, knowing they have legal backing.

In Iraq, as in other countries in the Asia-Pacific region, there is no specific HRD law, which poses a

challenge in terms of legal protection for HRDs. To provide legal support to HRDs facing reprisals, the
High Commission for Human Rights of Iraq therefore relies on provisions of the criminal code and other
national legislation that protect citizens (or state employees in the case of NHRI staff) from harm.

@ Investigating complaints

By investigating reported violations of HRD rights - as per their complaints handling procedures -
NHRIs can show authorities that these issues are being closely watched, while validating HRDs’ claims
and experiences and helping them seek justice. These investigations can also deter future violations
by holding perpetrators accountable and raising public awareness, creating a safer environment for
HRDs.

Security training and planning

NHRIs can help HRDs better understand and analyse the risks they are facing and plan actions
strengthen their security and protection. NHRIs can link HRDs with relevant organisations and
resources, as well as support and deliver security training themselves.

Resources

*  NGOs including Front Line Defenders (www.frontlinedefenders.org) and Protection International
(www.protectioninternational.org) have developed a range of resources to support security
planning for HRDs, including:

*  Front Line Defenders, The Protection Handbook for Human Rights Defenders (2007)

*  Protection International, The New Protection Manual (2009)
*  Front Line Defenders, The Workbook on Security (2016)

@ Improving physical and digital security

NHRIs can help HRDs improve their physical and digital security, through financial, material or technical
support and connecting HRDs with other organizations who can help in this field.

In Mexico, the national and decentralised NHRIs cooperate with the
. With independent funding, the protection
mechanism is able to “quickly and independently decide how and when to assign bodyguards, panic

buttons, armored cars, and relocation assistance”. By 2020, the measures had reportedly helped
protect 1,300 people under threat.

Source:
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https://www.frontlinedefenders.org/
https://www.protectioninternational.org/
https://www.google.com/url?q=https://www.frontlinedefenders.org/en/file/1671/download?token%3DXHaqzSCK&sa=D&source=docs&ust=1727150880468435&usg=AOvVaw1R1zmS9To2zsiRPQjK_ViT
https://www.protectioninternational.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/12/New-protection-manual-English.pdf
https://www.frontlinedefenders.org/en/resource-publication/workbook-security-practical-steps-human-rights-defenders-risk
https://ishr.ch/defenders-toolbox/national-protection/mexico/
https://ishr.ch/defenders-toolbox/national-protection/mexico/
https://www.hrw.org/news/2020/11/03/another-blow-mexican-journalists-and-human-rights-defenders

Resources

e Securityinabox.org is a resource for helping HRDs and people at risk to protect their digital security
and privacy (a project of Front Line Defenders).

e Digital protection resources from Front Line Defenders

* Open Global Rights, Adapting tech tools for human rights monitoring: lessons from Burundi
(20 July 2021)

Supporting well-being

HRDs frequently experience extraordinary levels of stress and trauma due to their work and the threats
they face. Prioritizing the psychological safety and well-being of HRDs is crucial for their health, overall
security, and sustained capacity to carry out their work. Showing moral support for HRDs who are
targeted is an important way NHRIs can help support their well-being and resilience.

Leila de Lima, former Chairperson of the , and
a staunch critic of former President Rodrigo Duterte’s controversial ‘war on drugs’, spent more than six
years in police custody on politically motivated charges. She was granted bail in November 2023, after
two of the three charges against her were dropped.

The allegations, originating from Duterte’s claims that she received payoffs from convicted drug gangs
to fund her 2016 senatorial campaign, have been at the centre of an ongoing legal battle. In 2009, while
serving as CHR Chairperson, De Lima was vocal in her opposition to the war on drugs and initiated an
investigation into the alleged activities of the Davao Death Squad, which included reported summary
executions of drug suspects. Later, while in the Senate, De Lima again opposed Duterte’s anti-drug
campaign policies and their human rights consequences, initiating another investigation into reported
extrajudicial killings.

Human rights organisations, including the APF, denounced De Lima’s prolonged detention and called
for herimmediate release. While in detention, the court proceedings against her were marked by various
delays including witnesses failing to appear in court and changes in judges overseeing her case.

Pip Dargan, APF’s Principal Adviser, recalls: “We tried to show solidarity to let Leila de Lima know
that she was still part of the APF NHRI family. In 2017, on International Human Rights Day, the APF
attempted to visit her in detention but was barred by the Philippine National Police. | and former
commissioners from Australia and New Zealand wrote to her regularly to let her know we were thinking
of her and supporting her. She was very appreciative of the ongoing contact.

With others, the APF co-signed a letter from eminent Australians to the Foreign Minister of Australia at
the time, Marise Payne, asking her to pay attention to de Lima’s case, to which she responded.

The CHR was actively engaged in supporting de Lima. As Leila de Lima was still a serving Senator,
her Senatorial staff were able to visit her regularly in detention and deliver our personal letters. She
showed incredible fortitude during this extremely difficult time.

Sometimes situations can seem hopeless, but we shouldn’t underestimate the value of moral support
for HRDs who are targeted. It can offer people a measure of comfort and strength during what are often
extremely challenging and isolating experiences. When considering how to respond, NHRIs must also
bear in mind the “do no harm” principle, for themselves and their staff as well”.

De Lima’s case, which reflects a broader deterioration of human rights in the Philippines, highlights the
challenging environment faced by Human Rights Defenders (HRDs), political activists and journalists
across the region.
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http://Securityinabox.org
https://www.frontlinedefenders.org/en/digital-protection-resources
https://www.openglobalrights.org/adapting-tech-tools-for-human-rights-monitoring-lessons-from-burundi/
https://www.asiapacificforum.net/members/philippines

Resources

e University of York, Human Rights Defender Hub, Policy Brief 7: From a “Culture of Unwellness” to
Sustainable Advocacy: mental health and human rights (2019)

*  University of York, Human Rights Defender Hub, Policy Brief 1: Wellbeing. Risk. and Human Rights
Practice (2017)

* University of York, Durham University, Protection International, Sirengthening the Inclusion,
Protection, and Wellbeing of Human Rights Defenders with Disabilities (2024)

*  Freedom House, Mental Health and Well-being Guides for Women HRDs (2023)

*  FORUM-ASIA, Psychosocial well-being for HRDs in the Philippines (2020)

Engaging with the UN on reprisals for cooperating with the UN

Over the past decade, the UN has increased its efforts to address reprisals against HRDs for cooperating
with bodies in the UN family. The UN has created specific mechanisms for this purpose:

The Assistant Secretary General for Human Rights is tasked with leading these efforts. The ASG
receives allegations, communicates directly with high level officials on cases, and advocates more
broadly for the preventive measures. Every year, the Secretary General issues a report on reprisals
against HRDs for engaging with the UN. NHRIs can submit information to the report, and support
HRDs to do so.

Resources

*  OHCHR'’s webpage on reprisals against HRDs for cooperating with the United Nations in the field
of human rights: www.ohchr.org/en/reprisals

* ISHR, Reprisals Handbook (2018) focuses on how to engage with the UN and regional human
rights systems on reprisals for collaborating with this systems.

* ISHR has many more resources on ending reprisals against HRDs: ishr.ch/endreprisals

Facilitating relocation and respite

Often a last resort, many HRDs continue in the face of challenges, only turning to relocation and respite
when they feel all other options have been exhausted (explored in more depth in the following section).

Resources

*  The UN Special Rapporteur on Human Rights Defenders has a webpage which gathers information
on financial grants and other emergency protection resources for HRDs from different organisations
around the world: https://srdefenders.org/resources/grants-financial-resources/.

*  Special Rapporteur on Human Rights Defenders, Report to the United Nations Human Rights
Council on the Situation of Human Rights Defenders (A/HRC/31/55) (1 February 2016) focuses on
good practices in protecting human rights defenders.

Relocation and Respite Toolkit
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https://static1.squarespace.com/static/58a1a2bb9f745664e6b41612/t/5de90ed04868697b0bbfa9c1/1575554778449/Policy+Brief+07+-+Culture+of+Unwellness.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/58a1a2bb9f745664e6b41612/t/5de90ed04868697b0bbfa9c1/1575554778449/Policy+Brief+07+-+Culture+of+Unwellness.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/57ab08756a49635fe426003e/t/58ee2a3debbd1a718d29553c/1505738548404/HRD+Hub+Policy+Brief+1+EN.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/57ab08756a49635fe426003e/t/58ee2a3debbd1a718d29553c/1505738548404/HRD+Hub+Policy+Brief+1+EN.pdf
https://www.protectioninternational.org/researchpublications/guide-human-rights-defenders-with-disabilities/
https://www.protectioninternational.org/researchpublications/guide-human-rights-defenders-with-disabilities/
https://wphfund.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/09/230510-WHRD-Mental-Health-and-Wellbeing-Guides-for-WHRDs.pdf
https://magph.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/PH-Well-being-Booklet-v2-1-1.pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/en/reprisals
https://ishr.ch/defenders-toolbox/resources/reprisals-new-ishr-handbook-on-reprisals-for-human-rights-defenders/
https://srdefenders.org/resources/grants-financial-resources/
https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/831293?ln=en&v=pdf
https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/831293?ln=en&v=pdf
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© PartC

Facilitating “relocation and respite” for
HRDs facing risks and reprisals

0 What is “Relocation and Respite”

“Relocation and respite” refers to the practice of a human rights defender spending time away from
home for protection and recuperation, either by relocating within their country or moving to another
country. Relocation may be organized independently by individuals or through established initiatives
- the UN Special Rapporteur on HRDs has recognized these initiatives as good practice®. Relocation
and respite can provide several benefits for HRDs, including:

* Immediate Safety: For defenders facing imminent danger, relocation within their country or abroad
can be necessary for their immediate protection: providing temporary refuge, allowing them to
regroup, assess their situation, and plan their next steps.

* Rest and recharge: The constant pressure, threats, and exposure to human rights abuses can
take a toll on the mental and emotional well-being of defenders. Relocation and respite initiatives
can provide an opportunity for HRDs to take a rest and recuperate.

*  Continuing to work: Relocating can allow HRDs to continue their human rights work from a
safer location, ensuring that their knowledge and advocacy efforts are not entirely stifled. During
relocation, HRDs may be able to build a wider network to support their national and international
advocacy.

The following are some contexts where relocation and respite may be particularly relevant:

* Political repression: In countries with authoritarian regimes, governments may actively suppress
dissent and target human rights defenders, making it unsafe for them to continue their work within
the country.

* Armed Conflict: Human rights defenders operating in conflict zones are at heightened risk due to
the volatile and dangerous nature of these environments.

* Defending Marginalized Groups: Defenders who focus on the rights of marginalized or vulnerable
populations, such as women, LGBTQ people, ethnic or religious minorities, environmental,
indigenous and land rights, may face additional risks as they challenge deeply ingrained prejudices
and power structures.

e Relocation and respite programmes

In recent years, there has been a growth in both the number and size of initiatives supporting HRDs’
relocation and respite. These programs may target specific groups of defenders, particular regions,
or specific HRD activities. Some also include provisions for family members to relocate with HRDs.
Additionally, more initiatives are now interconnected, collaborating to advance the practice collectively*.

3. UN Special Rapporteur on the Situation of Human Rights Defenders, Report to the United Nations Human Rights Council on the Situation of
Human Rights Defenders (A/HRC/31/55) (1 February 2016) para 72.

4. The Barcelona Guidelines on Wellbeing and Temporary International Relocation of Human Rights Defenders at Risk, para 3.
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With a common focus on supporting and protecting HRDs at risk, initiatives can be broadly divided into
two types:

*  For Emergency relocation programmes provide immediate support, including evacuation, where
an HRD is facing an imminent risk to their safety.

e Other temporary relocation programmes offer support to HRDs who may not be in immediate
danger but would benefit from taking rest and respite to get back to human rights work with new
energy.

Some examples of relocation and respite programmes include:

*  Front Line Defenders Rest & Respite Programme has a flexible approach and hosts defenders
in Ireland or another destination, for 1 week to 3 months, to enable people to take some time out,
recharge their batteries and learn new skills in a safe environment.

“Before the support, | had serious burnout caused by the stress from my work, especially from a
domestic violence case | was working on when | was attacked and my computer and phones taken.
| had a constant headache and was very stressed, but I’'m feeling well again and am back to work.”

- HRD, Cameroon, Rest & Respite Programme

Source: Front Line Defenders

* Urgent Action Fund for Women’s Human Rights — Asia Pacific offers funding to women and
non-binary activists, their families and their organisations in times of crisis, including a security and
well-being grant for those who need urgent funding to ensure safety from physical or emotional
harm.

*  FORUM-ASIA’s Protection Plan for defenders at risk aims to further strengthen protection and
provide timely and efficient assistance to HRDs at risk in Asia, through emergency relocation and
other types of urgent temporary assistance.

*  The European Union Temporary Relocation Platform (EUTRP), an initiative of the European
Commission, is a network of entities engaged in temporary relocation of at-risk human rights
defenders at the local, national, regional and international level.

How long are relocation programmes2

Relocation programmes are normally temporary (e.g. up to 3 — 6 months), which often provides time
for a critical situation to calm down, so a person can return home and continue their work. However,
sometimes human rights defenders need to continue their stay for longer and the fact that established
programmes are limited in time can pose a challenge in this respect. In the most extreme cases,
people are not able to return to their homes, building their lives and in some cases continuing their
work in exile.

Who is involved in supporting relocation and respite2

A range of actors may be involved in facilitating a HRD’s relocation, in addition to the coordinators of
relocation programmes themselves.
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In terms of facilitating access to programmes and departure: NHRIs, civil society organizations,
regional human rights bodies, and international actors may play a role in:

* Informing HRDs at risk about relocation programmes and providing practical support in applying.

*  Providing HRDs’ at risk with visible legitimacy and leveraging their standing to advocate for their
access to programmes and visas.

Facilitating the logistical and other essential support needed to guarantee a person’s safe departure
from the country.

Embassies can play a key role through providing access to short term visas, accelerated visa procedures
or allowing asylum applications to be submitted outside of the host country.

During relocation, engaged actors can include host organizations like civil society organisations or
universities, medical professionals, well-being providers, immigration lawyers, and local and regional
governments that offer housing programs and other support, among others.

In 2022, Dr. Ali al-Bayati, a former member of Irag’s NHRI, the Irag High Commission for Human
Rights, faced an abusive legal complaint filed against him while he was investigating allegations of
torture of detainees. Reflecting on his ordeal, he shared with , “It is very humiliating and painful
to be a doctor and human rights defender in a democratic country, and then enter a court accused not
because of a crime you committed, but instead because you defended the rights of fellow citizens and
fulfilled the duties you swore to perform.”

Initially, Dr. Al-Bayati focused on combating the legal case. However, as the prosecution and intimidation
persisted, he grew increasingly concerned for his safety. The Asia Pacific Forum (APF) worked with
the Global Alliance of National Human Rights Institutions (GANHRI), other human rights organizations
and diplomatic entities to facilitate his relocation to the Netherlands through the Protect Defenders
program, which offers a six-month relocation grant. Dr. Al-Bayati obtained a visa and was able to leave
the country swiftly, supporting himself until receiving relocation assistance. He sought asylum in the
Netherlands, where he continues his human rights work today.

Relocation and Respite Toolkit 19


https://www.hrw.org/news/2022/03/10/drop-complaint-against-iraq-human-rights-commission-member




© PartD

NHRIs supporting relocation and respite
for HRDs

The APF Regional Action Plan on HRDs outlines two main ways NHRIs can support relocation and
respite for defenders at risk, where deemed safe. Firstly, NHRIs can facilitating support to HRDs through
established relocation and respite initiatives. Secondly, to complement existing global initiatives and
recognising the risks faced by NHRI staff as HRDs themselves, NHRIs can develop their own HRD
relocation or respite initiatives, where safe to do so and appropriate in the national context.

According to a survey conducted by APF in 2023, 27% of the 11 participating NHRIs said they were
involved in supporting the relocation of HRDs, including NHRI staff members, who were fleeing their
countries.

Source: APF, Baseline Assessment Report: Human Rights Defenders and Civic Space

G Supporting HRDs’ relocation and respite through
established initiatives

An NHRI in the HRD’s home country can support a HRD at risk — including their own staff and their
families - to access existing relocation and respite programmes, working with the range of actors
necessary to make sure they access programmes and visas and can leave the country safely.

In Afghanistan, the resurgence of the Taliban in 2021 brought immense risks to the Afghan Independent
Human Rights Commission (AIHRC) and necessitated the large-scale relocation of its personnel. As
the deadline for the withdrawal of US troops approached, AIHRC staff were initially transferred from
regional offices to Kabul. Measures were taken to safeguard physical and electronic data and wipe
identifiable pictures from AIHRC’s website.

Following the US withdrawal from the country, the focus turned to international relocation for AIHRC
staff, given the lack of any in-country protection. The AIHRC identified frontline staff who were most
at risk of retribution. Over a period of 16 months, the AIHRC worked closely with APF, which set up
a 24/7 response team with local experts to identify the best chances of removal in the ever-changing
environment.

Overall, the effort involved mobilizing a wide range of actors. APF used its good offices to communicate
with numerous governments, vouching for individuals and advocating for visa and asylum possibilities.
It also secured support from UN and other influential actors. AICHR and APF worked with the main
international NGOs supporting HRDs at risk to arrange the logistics of getting people across the border
to Pakistan and Iran safely, particularly after the closure of Kabul airport. Through this work, 604 people
— NHRI staff and their family members — were relocated from Afghanistan.
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An NHRI located in the receiving country for an HRD relocating can work together with actors
involved to advocate to the “host” government to accept the HRD’s visa application, support visa
arrangements, and help the person with legal advice, well-being and other support on arrival. NHRIs
can also advocate for local governments to operate “shelter cities” along with civil society, so that
HRDs can receive more holistic support from the receiving country’s government for rest and respite.

“The APF and its members will support regional relocation and respite for defenders at risk, where
deemed safe. This will include facilitating support to HRDs through established initiatives.... APF
will work closely with counterparts at EU Delegations, Embassies, civil society representatives and
international organisations to ensure these global programs are available to defenders at risk locally
and publicised through APF member NHRIs”.

The APF Regional Action Plan on HRDs: Regional Action 4

e NHRIs can develop their own HRD relocation and
respite initiatives

NHRIs can also develop their own relocation and respite initiatives for the protection of HRDs including
their own staff who are at risk, where it is safe to do so and appropriate in their national contexts.
These may be integrated into early warning systems (see APF Action Plan, National Action 4) using
mechanisms such as witness protection programs for HRDs.

The runs its own witness protection programme,
which involves temporary relocation within the country.
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© PartE

Ensuring well-being in relocation and
respite initiatives

It is important that relocation initiatives support HRDs in dealing with challenges to their well-being
during relocation and upon returning home. As the Barcelona Guidelines highlight: “The primary
concern of temporary international relocation initiatives is the wellbeing of defenders. The design,
operation and evaluation of these initiatives should be based on this goal. Defenders need to feel safe
and secure while on relocation.”

Many HRDs prioritize their work over their own wellbeing, enduring challenges, risks, and personal
hardships. HRDs may encounter issues such as burnout, PTSD, stress, anxiety, depression, guilt,
shame, and isolation. The culture within human rights movements tends to emphasise selflessness,
heroism, and self-sacrifice. HRDs may find it difficult to discuss their mental health due to stigma
and misconceptions. Relocating itself can be a significant life event, which can also impact on HRDs’
wellbeing, for example due to:

* Being in a new and unfamiliar place with a very different culture,
* Being far away from family and friends,

* Language barriers,

* Feelings of isolation (and sometimes guilt for leaving),

*  Challenges in navigating daily life,

* Facing discrimination and harassment in their host country.

Some ways in which relocation initiatives can help ensure wellbeing include:

G Providing understanding and recognition

* Understand the individual and their specific contexts and experiences, especially the violations
they have faced.

* Frame wellbeing in ways that help the person prioritize this — e.g. that it is important for the
sustainability and effectiveness of their advocacy, and their overall security.

e Ensuring a supportive environment

*  Ensure HRDs can communicate what they need, what works for them and what doesn’t work,
paying attention to real/perceived unequal power relationships in programmes.

*  Create an environment where discrimination and harassment can be openly addressed.
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e Tailored well-being plans

Develop personalized well-being plans for each HRD early in the relocation process.
Facilitate access to medical care and local support networks for HRDs.

Ensure accommodation arrangements and financial support cater to individual needs and family
obligations.

° Flexible programming and maintaining support

Offer flexible programming that allows for rest, recuperation, and cultural activities.

Assist HRDs in planning for their post-relocation futures, including exploring possibilities for safe
return or extension of stay.

Maintain support for defenders beyond the duration of the relocation initiative, ensuring ongoing
assistance and resources.

Resources

The Barcelona Guidelines on Wellbeing and Temporary International Relocation of Human Rights
Defenders at Risk.

University of York Human Rights Defenders Hub, Policy Brief 8: Wellbeing and Temporary
International Relocation of Human Rights Defenders at Risk (2019).
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