Welcome Address by Rt. Hon. N. B. Khatri, Chairman,

National Human Rights Commission (NHRC) at the

Opening Session of the Human Rights and Peace Conference,

24 January 2005

Rt. Hon. Prime Minister,

Rt. Hon. Chief Justice,

Hon. Ministers,

Her Excellency Madame Louise Arbour, United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights

Excellencies,

Mr. Matthew Kahane, UN Resident Coordinator in Nepal,
Distinguished guests and participants,

Respected Ladies and Gentlemen:

It is my privilege to welcome you all this morning at this gathering to deliberate on the pressing issues of human rights and peace. I take special pleasure to welcome the Rt. Hon. Prime Minister to this special ceremony of the Human Rights and Peace Conference. I would also like to extend a very warm welcome to Madam Excellency Louise Arbour, the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights. We are greatly encouraged by Your Excellency's visit to Nepal and for taking time to be present at this conference this morning. We are specially touched as your visit comes at a time when the human rights community in Nepal is struggling in its efforts to protect and promote human rights of the Nepalese people amidst the ongoing conflict which is about to enter in its tenth year. 

It is a sad irony of history that Nepal - the birth place of Lord Buddha, the Apostle of peace and non-violence, has now become a battleground of a protracted internal conflict. Most of us are quite aware of the deteriorating situation that we are facing on a daily basis and the detrimental impact the conflict has had on the overall human rights situation. On one hand the Maoists clearly consider themselves beyond the law of the land in justifying their violent activities, while on the other hand, the security forces have also been found to be involved in human rights violations. Of major concern is the growing number of disappearances of civilians and the lack of information on those who have been held in incommunicado detention. At the same time, the use of child soldiers by the Maoists directly puts the children in harms way and is also a matter of serious concern. Mass displacement is pushing the youth away from their homes, leaving the elderly and children in villages with no one to till the land for basic sustenance. Such gross violations have further necessitated the active role of human rights organizations in the country to step up their efforts on addressing the need to protect the people from human rights violations at a time when the right to life itself is seriously threatened.

The present state of affairs in Nepal is characterized by the derailment of the democratic process, which in turn has further undermined the rule of law, and consequently, resulted in the development of a culture of fear and insecurity, widespread impunity, and the worsening of the human rights situation. In fact, human rights violations have been both the cause and the effect of the conflict in Nepal.  Widespread poverty, disparity in distribution of resources, lack of access to basic services, exclusion along with centuries-old pervasive caste-based discriminatory practices have been attributed as providing a breeding ground for this conflict. During this time, more than 11,000 people have lost their lives in the armed conflict, and the indiscriminate killings have gravely undermined the overall human rights situation. 

Our country has also not seen measurable success in development for decades and overall development remains imbalanced. The prevalent inequality arising from such imbalanced development has also been identified as one of the factors fueling the conflict. While the ongoing conflict has seriously heightened the urgent need for peace, any far reaching attempt for permanent peace will ultimately necessitate vigorously pursuing development policies. Right to peace and development are important rights and therefore, to address all the root causes behind the conflict and ensuing human rights violations, it has become most essential to adopt a human rights approach for the peaceful resolution of the conflict. It is one of the effective ways of conflict transformation. Respecting universally accepted human rights and humanitarian standards are fundamental for achieving long lasting peace. A human rights approach would not only address human rights violations but it will also mitigate the prevailing situation of impunity, and will have overarching implications in strengthening the rule of law and democratic governance in the country.

If we are to draw lessons from conflicts that have occurred in various parts of the world, there is increasing awareness that a peace process cannot be separated from the protection of human rights and that respect for international humanitarian law must serve as an essential framework for building peace. As Yasmin Sooka, the former Commissioner on the Truth and Reconciliation Commission in South Africa correctly pointed out, "Peace cannot prevail without respect for human rights and the respect for human rights is possible only when there is peace." As such, there is a strong linkage between human rights and peace, and the centrality of human rights in a peace process is most crucial. 

The Human Rights and Peace Conference is therefore being organized to build support and consensus among all concerned stakeholders for the adoption of a human rights approach in various peace initiatives being undertaken, and those to be undertaken in the future. Furthermore, it aims at putting pressure upon the parties in conflict to ensure respect basic human rights and humanitarian law standards for attaining long lasting peace.

The Commission has taken a number of initiatives in an effort to ensure compliance with basic human rights and humanitarian standards by both Parties to the conflict. Examples are the elaboration of a Code of Conduct signed by both Parties in 2003, and a number of detailed documents identifying concrete steps for the improvement of the human rights and humanitarian situation recommended to both the Government and CPN-Maoists. The Human Rights Accord prepared by the Commission, which will also be discussed in the Conference, seeks to ensure respect for basic human rights and humanitarian law standards from both Parties to the conflict. This document has been -and continues to be- shared with major key stakeholders, many of them have already expressed full support to this initiative. The Commission firmly believes that the Accord will constitute a step forward in building confidence between the parties and opening the way for ceasefire and negotiations. 

On numerous occasions, the Nepali people have expressed their profound desire for peace and respect for human rights. There isn’t a single day without the media making reference to peace rallies and demonstrations against acts of violence. Recently, during one of the massive rallies organized by civil society in the capital city, the Commission was given a banner symbolizing Nepalese killed as a result of the conflict. At this event, the Commission was publicly requested to build on this initiative, and pursue the demands for peace and respect for human rights as per the desire of the people of Nepal. Together with the support from large human rights NGO community in Nepal and from international human rights community, the Commission is hopeful that a united effort in establishing the primacy of human rights in the peace process would be fruitful in bringing the contending parties to the negotiation table and work towards a sustainable peace in Nepal. 
Finally, I would like to take this opportunity to extend our gratitude to His Majesty's Government of Nepal and the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights Madam Louise Arbour for signing the MoU to provide technical assistance to the Commission in its human rights monitoring and investigation works. 

I am hopeful that a consensus on the centrality of human rights in the peace process will be developed through discussions between all the participants today and tomorrow. I would also like to wish Madame Excellency a fruitful stay in Nepal. With these words, I wish the Conference success and once again welcome you all to the opening ceremony.

Thank You

