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CHECK AGAINST DELIVERY

Dear Mr. President, 

Your Excellencies,

Ladies and Gentlemen,

Today, I wish to talk about an important and irreplaceable actor of human rights promotion and protection: civil society.

Every single day all over the world, civil society contributes to the promotion, protection and advancement of human rights. Whatever they call themselves -- human rights defenders, NGOs, online activists, bloggers, minority rights advocates, artists or student clubs -- civil society actors work for a better future and share the common goals of justice, equality, and human dignity. In other words, as Navi Pillay, High Commissioner for Human Rights, very rightly recently stated: “Human rights will not improve much without the direct participation of a robust, free and independent civil society.”

While respect of human rights and freedoms is an important responsibility of all States, those very States are constantly tempted to trespass against the rights and freedoms of individuals, frequently in the interest of maintaining or expanding their powers over them. Civil society thus represents an independent and necessary check on State powers in each and every society that aspires to be democratic and free.

When a country fails to protect civil society actors; when the actors themselves are at risk because of their work to advance human rights, we, the international community, have a shared responsibility to support and protect them. 

Sadly, over the past several years, we have been experiencing a disturbing global trend – a growing backlash against civil society. It is reported that over the last 6 years, 50 governments have issued new restrictions against NGOs. Not to speak about extreme cases, such as DPRK and Eritrea, where civil society is literally non-existent.  Elsewhere, activists continue to face traditional forms of repression. I am particularly concerned by  cases of disappearances in Sudan or imprisonment and torture in Iran. At the same time, traditional repression techniques are often complemented or pre-empted by more sophisticated measures, including a range of legal or quasi-legal obstacles or barriers such as: 

1. Laws to discourage, burden, or prevent the formation of organizations – I mean laws making it illegal to participate in the activity of an unregistered organization, while only those agreeable to government can register.

2. Laws to prevent organizations from carrying out their legitimate activities - These are laws prohibiting participation in “political,” “extremist” or “terrorist” activity without defining these terms clearly which allows the state to block NGO activity in legitimate spheres of work or to brand NGOs/ NGO activists as “extremists” or “terrorists”. 

3. Laws to restrict NGOs from engaging in the full range of free expression and public policy advocacy – such as laws prohibiting public discussion of certain issues altogether.
4. Laws to ban or interfere with peaceful public gatherings and those imposing harsh sanctions or criminalizing taking part in them.
5. Laws to restrict the ability of organizations to secure the financial resources necessary to carry out their work. 
Saying that, it is not surprising that I see as very dangerous some concrete actions taken by certain governments recently:

· In 2012 in the Russian Federation, for example, a new law re-criminalized libel, imposed new restrictions on internet content, and introduced curbs on public assemblies, with higher criminal-level fines for any violations. Also, a bill requiring foreign-funded NGOs engaged in political activities to register as "foreign agents" entered into force. 

· I am also concerned about the ongoing prosecution of Egyptian and foreign-based pro-democracy NGOs in Egypt, which began in December 2011 when security forces raided seventeen groups. The legal proceedings have not been resolved. Furthermore, new laws restricting space for civil society and activists are in the final process of approval.
· In Belarus, in that context, laws prohibiting the dissemination of “dishonest” information about the political, economic, or social situation of the country, with a corresponding penalty in prison, have been in place for some time already.
Any such state intervention is unacceptable and at the same time it is a big mistake! I am convinced that no government that has a sincere respect for human rights can afford neglecting civil society and picking up, which of its part should have a right to existence and which should not. 

Squeezing space for civil society with restrictive legislation, stigmatizing and criminalizing civic activism lead to overall suppression of both, civic potential and social development. Such a policy represents far greater threat to long term national interests than a mere existence of governmental critics. And I know what I am talking about – 20 years after the regime change in the Czech Republic, we are still facing and fighting the legacy of 50 years of repressions against civil society. 
Mr. President,

Ladies and Gentlemen,

I am convinced that in the 21st century, States will succeed (and must succeed, there is no other option) in maintaining the plurality of voices in their societies. For this, all governments have to work hard to sustain the dialogue of their communities in the broadest sense – including about political, cultural, religious or other sensitive issues. And I see it also as a noble task for the Human Rights Council to preserve the vital space for free and open dialogue between governmental representatives and civil society actors. I appreciate what has already been done by this body in this respect and look forward to further actions. 

Thank you. 

* * * * *
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