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Arab human rights groups convene in Nouakchott

The seventh annual meeting of Arab national human rights organisations wrapped up in
Nouakchott last week with an affirmation of the groups' role in protecting civil liberties.

The April 27-28th conference focused on how rights organisations in the Arab world can help
monitor and enforce international treaty obligations with respect to human rights. Participants
concluded the event with a "Nouakchott Declaration" that emphasised the role national human
rights bodies have in implementing rights treaties and developing civil society.

The event was attended by representatives from the Mauritanian Committee for Human
Rights, Morocco's National Human Rights Council, the UN Office of the High Commissioner
for Human Rights (OHCHR), the United Nations Development Program (UNDP), as well as
officials from human rights associations in Tunisia, Morocco, Qatar, Algeria, Egypt and
Jordan.

The Nouakchott Declaration stressed the need for these organisations to comply with
following up on Arab countries' performance under international treaties and to continue their
contribution to the UN human rights system.

The declaration also calls for creating a global network of Arab rights groups. According to
the closing statement, the mission of the association will be "to co-ordinate efforts, help
improve the status of human rights in the Arab world and protect legislations".

The formation of this new network was made imperative by developments in the Arab world,
according to Hamoud Ould Nebah, a member of the Mauritanian human rights body. He said
this was particularly true in view of popular uprisings in a number of countries in North
Africa and the Middle East.

Mauritanian Human Rights Commissioner Mohamed Abdellahi Ould Khatra noted that the
summit came at a time when the Arab world was witnessing a surge in public freedoms,
freedom of expression and assembly, and freedom of the press.

"The national human rights organisations constitute one of the most important existing
mechanisms to promote and protect human rights," he added. "In addition, they have a
distinguished standing derived from their independence; something that gave them credibility
among all human rights actors."

"The protection of human rights requires independent judiciary, active parliamentary control,
just administration, dynamic civil society, and free and responsible media," said United
Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights Navi Pillay. "The only thing that should be
observed is the respect of international human rights systems."

Political stability and economic development can only take place with the respect of human
rights, according to Mauritanian National Human Rights Commission (CNDH) chief
Bamariam Baba Koita.

He noted that the results of this meeting must help national organisations' comply with the
their obligations; taking down remarks and recommendations of treaty bodies about work
plans and training and education programs in the field of human rights, especially on the
regional level.

The future of these Arab dialogues would depend on active participation from any structure
created to enhance co-ordination and co-operation and the exchange of experiences, said Driss
El Yazami, President of the National Human Rights Council in Morocco.
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Meanwhile, Farhat Rajhi, President of the High Committee on Human Rights and
Fundamental Liberties in Tunisia, said that the creation of an Arab human rights network
would boost freedoms and human rights in general and would help consolidate democracy
and plurality.
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