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DELEGATES GEAR UP FOR UN ANTI-RACISM REVIEW CONFERENCE


By Kanaga Raja, Geneva, 17 April 2009


A much-anticipated United Nations conference that is expected to review the progress made since the 2001 World Conference against Racism, Racial Discrimination, Xenophobia and Related Intolerance, held in Durban, South Africa, will begin its week-long session in Geneva from 20-24 April.

 

Dubbed the "Durban Review Conference", the meeting will review progress and assess implementation of the Durban Declaration and Programme of Action which was adopted at the world racism conference in 2001.

 

Altogether, some 3,790 participants are expected to attend including 103 heads of delegation, 1,777 non-governmental organizations (NGOs) with consultative status with the UN Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC), 752 NGOs without consultative status with ECOSOC, and 107 journalists.

 

Some four or five heads of state including Iranian President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad are also expected to attend as well as UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-Moon.

 

The Durban Declaration and Programme of Action provided an important new framework for guiding governments, non-governmental organizations and other institutions in their efforts to combat racism, racial discrimination, xenophobia and related intolerance.

 

The Durban Declaration and Programme of Action also encompasses far-reaching measures to combat racism in all its manifestations, including strengthening education, fighting poverty, securing development, improving the remedies and resources available to victims of racism, and bolstering respect for the rule of law and for human rights.

 

The United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights, Navi Pillay, who is the Secretary-General of the Durban Review Conference, will open the Review Conference. United Nations Secretary-General Ban will also participate in the opening.

 

The Durban Review Conference will hold a high-level segment on the afternoon of 20 April and all day on 21 April. It will then hold a general debate on issues arising from the objectives of the Conference on 22 and 23 April. On 24 April, the Conference will present the report of the Drafting Committee to the Main Committee, and will conclude with the adoption of the final document and the report of the Conference.

 
The objectives of the Durban Review Conference are:

 

1. To review progress and assess implementation of the Durban Declaration and Programme of Action by all stakeholders at the national, regional and international levels, including assessing contemporary manifestations of racism, racial discrimination, xenophobia and related intolerance, through an inclusive, transparent and collaborative process and identify concrete measures and initiatives for combating and eliminating all manifestations of racism, racial discrimination, xenophobia and related intolerance in order to foster the implementation of the Durban Declaration and Programme of Action.

 

2. To assess the effectiveness of the existing Durban follow-up mechanisms and other relevant United Nations mechanisms dealing with the issue of racism, racial discrimination, xenophobia and related intolerance in order to enhance them.

 

3. To promote the universal ratification and implementation of the International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination and proper consideration of the recommendations of the Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination.

 

4. To identify and share good practices achieved in the fight against racism, racial discrimination, xenophobia and related intolerance.

 

A revised version of the draft outcome document for the review conference was issued on 15 April. The new text, prepared by the chair of a working group charged with developing the draft outcome document, was presented to States at the start of a Preparatory Committee meeting which is currently being held in Geneva from 15-17 April, before the start of the review conference itself.

 

The 17-page text is a revision of a "rolling text" published by the chair of the working group, Russian diplomat Yuri Boychenko, on 17 March.

 

Commenting on the current discussions in the Preparatory Committee on the draft text, a UN official said on Friday morning that there is a palpable sense of greater optimism. A number of reservations that delegations had both in terms of content and phrasing were by and large resolved. Some issues still remain and will be further discussed (on Friday).

 

UN High Commissioner Pillay on 15 April welcomed the release of the revised text.

 

"Eight years on, anti-racism pledges and measures have not yet succeeded in relegating discriminatory practices and intolerance to the heap of history's repugnant debris," said Pillay.

 

"The goals set out in the DDPA (Durban Declaration and Programme of Action) have not been achieved. This reality should prompt us to seek common grounds where to move the struggle against racism forward. The tools and capacity for achieving the goals outlined in the DDPA are within reach if we remain committed to those objectives," she added.

 

The High Commissioner urged all States to take part in the conference, stressing the importance of combating racism, xenophobia and related forms of intolerance. "Lives are at stake," Pillay told delegates at a Preparatory Committee meeting. "The future and hope of countless victims of racism lie in your hands."

 

The United States and Israel withdrew from the Durban Conference in 2001, complaining that it was being used by some Member States to push an anti-Israel agenda.

 

Israel has indicated that it does not intend to participate in the upcoming review conference.

 

In a statement issued in Washington DC on 13 April, the United States welcomed the recent progress that has been made through the efforts of many delegations, governments and officials in the formulation of the draft outcome document for the Durban Review Conference.

 

As the US noted on 27 February, the previous draft text contained objectionable language in several areas. Since then, substantial improvements have been made, including shortening the document, removing all language that singled out any one country or conflict, and removing language that embraced the concept of "defamation of religion" and that demanded reparations for slavery.

 

There remain, however, elements of the current draft text that continue to pose significant concerns, said the US.

 

The US believed that any viable text for the Review Conference must be shortened and not reaffirm in toto the flawed 2001 Durban Declaration and Programme of Action.

 

[The first paragraph of the draft outcome document of 15 April "Reaffirms the Durban Declaration and Programme of Action (DDPA), as it was adopted at the World Conference against Racism, Racial Discrimination, Xenophobia and Related Intolerance in 2001."]

 

"In addition, while references to 'defamation of religion' have been removed from the current draft text, we cannot support restrictions on freedom of expression that could result from some of the document's language related to 'incitement' to religious hatred -- a concept that the United States believes should be narrow and clearly defined and made consistent with human rights obligations ensuring freedom of expression," said the US.

 

Human Rights Watch on 16 April criticised the continued failure of the Barack Obama administration to commit to participate in the racism conference. After attending previous discussions, the United States had publicly announced key changes that it required in the draft text before joining in.

 

This week, said Human Rights Watch, US officials acknowledged that most of the requested changes had been made, including the removal of references to "defamation of religion" and the Middle East, but still said the United States would not return to the negotiations until all of its demands were met.

 

"Saying you won't negotiate unless everyone else accepts all your demands is not the way to get the changes you want," said Juliette de Rivero, Geneva advocacy director at Human Rights Watch. "This attitude is especially disappointing given President Obama's promise to engage with other nations rather than trying to impose Washington's will upon them."

 

This is a text that the United States can and should join, said de Rivero, expressing hope that once the consensus around the draft text becomes clearer, the US would announce its intention to join the conference.

 

A number of side events to the Durban Review Conference have also been organized by the Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights.

 

These range from the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples contributing to the realisation of the Durban Declaration and Programme of Action; women overcoming multiple discrimination; poverty and discrimination; the sharing of good practices in the fight against racism, racial discrimination, xenophobia and related intolerance; addressing racial discrimination in the workplace; HIV-related discrimination; to the role of inter-cultural dialogue in the struggle against racism.

 

There does not however appear to be any side-event slated on the Israeli-Palestinian issue.

 

AN INTER-PRESS SERVICE (IPS) REPORT FROM BETHLEHEM ADDS: Any discussion on Israel's actions in Palestine will be excluded from the formal framework at the Durban Anti-Racism Review Conference in Geneva on Monday.

 

Israel-Palestine has been deliberately eliminated from the official programme, structured by the UN Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR).

 

Civil society groups believe that the United States, countries within the European Union and Israel pressured the UN to omit a review of Israel's racial discrimination against Palestinians.

 

Hundreds of delegations from non-governmental organisations (NGOs) and human rights organisations will converge in Geneva for the Durban Review Conference on Racism.

 

The conference is a follow-up to the 2001 World Conference Against Racism (WCAR) in Durban, South Africa, that outlined an international legal and political concept to deal with global issues of race and human rights.

 

Immediately following that conference, the WCAR NGO forum recommended an international campaign of isolation towards Israel's institutionalised "brand of apartheid and other racist crimes against humanity."

 

In order to assess and review any progress made since the 2001 WCAR in Durban, Palestinian human rights organisations planned several side events that were to take place within the schedule of the conference.

 

However, two weeks ago, the UN High Commissioner's office unilaterally cancelled all side-events pertaining to Palestine issues.

 

Ingrid Jarradat-Gassner, director of the BADIL Resource Centre for Palestinian Residency and Refugee Rights in Bethlehem, one of several Palestine-based organisations attending the Durban Review conference, told IPS that BADIL and the other NGOs had organised a side-event specifically about how and why they see Israel as a "regime of institutionalised racial discrimination on both sides of the Green Line."

 

"As Palestinian NGOs and other NGOs working on the issue of Israel and its violations against the rights of the Palestinian people, we were expecting that there would be a possibility for us to organise these side-events during the official Durban review conference in Geneva," Jarradat-Gassner said. "We were informed by the UN itself that this would be possible."

 

Jarradat-Gassner said that on April 3, less than three weeks before the Durban Review Conference, the UN High Commissioner's office called BADIL's representative in Geneva into a meeting at the UN, and verbally informed her that all side-events pertaining to the specific issue of Palestine and Israel had been banned.

 

"We were not even informed in any sort of direct or official way. In fact, we have no record of the decision of the UN not to let us work on such side-events," said Jarradat-Gassner.

 

According to the UN's Durban Review Conference agenda, other side-events focussing on indigenous rights, women's rights and the link between racism and poverty will have an official platform.

 

Jarradat-Gassner said that she knows there is a specific apprehension within the political UN body towards Palestine issues.

 

In the draft document for the Durban Review Conference, she pointed out, there are particular recommendations for victims of HIV/AIDS, for victims of slave trade, Roma people, people of African descent, but, Jarradat-Gassner said, "there is not a single reference to Palestine, Palestinians or Israel in this whole document."

 

BADIL, Al-Haq (a Palestinian human rights organisation) and Adallah (the Legal Centre for Arab Minority Rights in Israel) wrote a joint formal complaint to the UN OHCHR, but have not received any reply. The UN OHCHR did not respond to IPS's request for a comment either.

 

Dr. Richard Falk, the United Nations Special Rapporteur for Human Rights in the Occupied Palestinian Territories, told IPS that he had not known about the disallowance of side-events pertaining to Palestine/Israel by the UN's OHCHR. "One has to assume it was part of an effort to meet the objections of the United States that the event was discrediting to the extent it engaged in 'Israel-bashing'."

 

However, Falk pointed out, "US leverage is probably greater than it has been because Obama is President and Washington has indicated its intention to rejoin the Human Rights Council."

 

Palestinian organisations said that banning these side-events is a significant disappointment in pursuing Israel's legal responsibility towards its actions in Palestine.

 

Dr. Falk echoed this sentiment. "I believe that the strong evidence of Israeli racism during the recent Gaza attacks makes it strange to refuse NGOs organising side-events to address the issue," he told IPS.

 

"Also, the collective punishment aspects of the occupation seem to qualify the Israeli policy as a form of racism, combined with the rise of the extreme right, with (Avigdor) Lieberman as (Israeli) foreign minister."

 

Jarradat-Gassner said that within the framework of the Durban Review Conference, the issue of Palestine and Israel should be prominent. "There is an obvious link between colonisation and apartheid (in Palestine-Israel). If you have a settler-colonial regime that comes here to stay, and codifies into law its relationship of domination over the indigenous population, you are entering the field of apartheid... We are talking about what Israel has been practising over the last 60 years in Palestine."

 

US President Barack Obama's administration appears to have decided not to attend the Durban Review conference. In 2001, the United States representatives walked out of the first Durban conference when Zionism was defined as racism against Palestinians.

 

In the United States, progressive African-American organisations have expressed their disappointment and frustration that Obama has avoided the Durban Review conference.

 

Ajamu Baraka, executive director of the US Human Rights Network in Atlanta, Georgia, told IPS that his organisation "takes the position that the Obama administration should participate and be willing to discuss all of the issues that will be addressed during the review process... A strong stand on this issue by the first African-American President of the United States would have a revolutionary impact on the global discourse on race." 
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