Address by NHRC Chairperson Nayan Bahadur Khatri on the occasion of the 

55th International Human Rights Day, December 10, 2003

Right Honorable Prime Minister,

Rt. Honorable Chief Justice,

Excellencies and representatives of the Diplomatic Community,

Resident Representative of the UNDP Mr. Matthew Kahane,

Ladies and Gentlemen:

On the occasion of the 55th anniversary of the adoption of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, I would like to extend a warm welcome to you all to the National Human Rights Commission (NHRC) and express my sincere gratitude for your presence here today. 

A historic step was undertaken by the United Nations on December 10, 1948 in the creation of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. In the following decades, the international community also adopted several documents related to the various aspects of human rights, which have been crucial in projecting the desires of the world community for comprehensively safeguarding all the various rights. However, the fact remains that we have not been able to fully realize the goals set out in the Universal Declaration fifty-five years ago. In Nepal’s context the human rights situation has unfortunately deteriorated through the years of the ongoing conflict. The desire of the Nepalese people to lead a life of dignity with full guarantees to exercise their basic rights has not been possible. I therefore hope that this occasion would inspire everyone to work towards realizing the goal of establishing a civilized society as envisaged by the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. 

The past years of conflict have posed serious challenges on the people’s ability to exercise their basic human rights. The increase in killings, looting, rape, torture, abductions, and destruction of the physical infrastructure of the country and the ineffectiveness of legal measures for action against the perpetrators of such crimes, along with illegal detention and excessive use of force by the security forces has made the lives of the ordinary people very difficult.  Only if the violations of the fundamental rights of the people and the root causes of the conflict are addressed can be proper management and transformation of the conflict into lasting peace in the country.

A worrying trend at present is the growing number of disappearances of innocent civilians. People have been kept in detention without any legal procedures or notification to their close ones and while the disappearances of those detained by the security forces have taken place, similar disappearances have also been attributed to the Maoists, who have abducted many people and whose fate have remained unknown. The number of complaints or cases involving disappearances that have been filed in the Commission for this year alone has crossed seven hundred already. Acts of abductions and disappearances have caused unbearable pain to the families and relatives of the victims.  The principle of haebus corpus, which was established in our legal system a few decades ago, has not been effective in the present situation of conflict. 

Human rights issues become even more sensitive during times of conflict and instead of further safeguarding rights in such a situation, they continue to be violated at an even greater scale throughout the country. As such, the Commission on this occasion is also holding various programs in several districts around the country highlighting such issues of human rights violations. 

The deteriorating situation of human rights in Nepal has also drawn the attention of international human rights organizations, which have expressed their common concerns regarding the state of human rights in Nepal. Several European human rights organizations have repeatedly called upon the contending parties to abide by fundamental human rights principles and international humanitarian law. It is therefore important that we as a part of the international community of nations seriously consider these calls for upholding universal human rights values and strive for peace with even more vigor and dynamism than in the past

The State bears the prime responsibility towards protecting the lives of its citizens. On the same note, the effective enforcement of the existing laws of the country is also necessary to maintain the rule of law in the country. If the State machinery is not functioning within the boundaries prescribed by the existing laws, then a situation of anarchy is easily realized. As such, the importance of the State to uphold the rule of law and act within the boundaries of law are most important towards maintaining security in the country.

The NHRC continues in its endeavors to reactivate the peace process for the establishment of a peaceful society conducive for the people to exercise their rights. The process of conflict transformation is complex and long. As such, it has become most necessary to uphold the fundamental human rights principles and international humanitarian law even during the period of conflict, so as to facilitate the creation of a favorable for restarting the peace process. It is in this regard that the NHRC has called upon both the Government and the CPN (Maoist) to sign the Human Rights Accord.  Such an agreement would have a great deal of positive impact on a peace process and equally assist the Commission to carry out its human rights monitoring activities around the country. 

The challenges faced by the Commission as a result of the lack of outreach, limited resources, the rapidly growing volume of human rights violations and other constraints have hampered in the overall work of the Commission. At such a time, the Commission therefore requires all the more support and encouragement in its work from all sectors of the society, including the Government, media, human rights NGOs and other distinguished sectors of the civil society. A concerted and consolidated effort from all such groups in assisting the Commission can greatly strengthen the Commission in fulfilling its objectives. We therefore seek your earnest help and continued cooperation in our efforts to protect and promote human rights in the country.

The Commission has just developed its second strategic plan of action for the next five years, which would serve as the guideline for the future activities of the Commission. The Commission has also submitted its third annual report on the activities of the Commission to His Majesty the King and has published the summary of the report in Maithili as well. Similarly, sensing the lack of a comprehensive research of the overall human rights situation in the country, the Commission has also published a Human Rights Status Report, and it gives me great pleasure to present these important documents before you on this occasion today. I would like to express my sincere gratitude to the United Nations development programs, all donor countries and other organizations and agencies that have assisted the Commission in carrying out its activities and look forward to continued cooperation from such institutions and organizations. 

I once again thank you all for your presence here in spite of your busy schedules on the occasion of the special day commemorating an important event in the history of human rights of people around the world.

Thank You

