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Foreword

The work of human rights defenders aims to improve societies and
contribute to peace and democracy. They are advocates for positive
change and progress. Human rights defenders are key figures for pro-
tection against fundamental rights violations and in the promotion of
universal human rights.

2018 marked not only the 7oth anniversary of the Universal Declara-
tion of Human Rights, it was also the 20th anniversary of the Declara-
tion on the Right and Responsibility of Individuals, Groups and Or-
gans of Society to Promote and Protect Universally Recognized Hu-
man Rights and Fundamental Freedoms (Declaration on Human
Rights Defenders). With this Declaration, the term “human rights de-
fender” (HRD) became more common and is today a prevalent notion
amongst human rights communities around the globe. There is not
simple answer to the question “Who is a human rights defender?”. The
Declaration on Human Rights Defenders and other relevant regional
or national documents conceptualise them largely as anyone who de-
fends and promotes human rights in a peaceful manner. This broad
definition leads to a lack of clarity, potentially leaving various actors
without of protection. As a result, a scientific examination of the sub-
ject is necessary. The following work will begin by focusing squarely on
the question of how human rights defenders are defined and, through
the analysis undertaken, the exceptionally important work of HRDs
will be highlighted.

Unfortunately, throughout the past decade the world has witnessed the
imposition of gradual restrictions on the freedoms of human rights de-
fenders (the so called “shrinking space”). These restrictions are not
confined to authoritarian countries, where severe violations of human
rights are common, but, also in countries where democracy is consid-
ered strong. Therefore, it is necessary to address the (growing) con-
straints that human rights defenders face in all environments, includ-
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ing the limits of existing legal mechanisms and norms to protect their
work. While actions and opinions should be open to free and frank de-
bate, many State officials are growingly critical of HRDs. All too fre-
quently, the debate is inappropriately focused on the legitimacy of
HRDs themselves, which creates a hostile environment for their work.
A dangerous, shrinking space.

While the general conflict between human rights defenders and au-
thoritarian or illiberal regimes is not new and is familiar from contexts

where there has been larger scale of repression, recent developments in

liberal States are somewhat new. The legal restrictions on the operation

of individuals and organizations have risen in recent times. Criminali-
zation of lawful activities, registration laws for non-governmental or-
ganizations (NGOs) or the restriction of foreign funding are only some

of the ways in which human rights defenders are put under pressure.
Threats of violence, actual physical attacks, disappearances and killings

of HRDs are the most severe methods.

It becomes clear that, to support the important practical on the ground
work of human rights defenders, it is necessary to analyse the general
situation and the legal improvement opportunities from an academic
perspective.

The following piece of work starts with the broader concepts and cat-
egories of civil society and human rights defenders, including the role
of NGOs and giving a definition of human rights defenders. After-
wards, the existing international legal framework for the protection of
HRDs is examined, with a focus on the European region. The follow-
ing chapter elucidates the shrinking space phenomena and especially
highlights the States crack-down on civil society and HRDs within Eu-
rope, setting out the uniqueness of their work in the region. Finally, the
identified shortcomings are presented, analysed and confronted.

The content of this Master thesis leaves no doubt as to the author’s ca-
pacity to convey his ideas in a concise yet nuanced manner. The work
proves the author’s familiarity with the topic and the existing academic
literature. The choice of the European context to illustrate the main ar-
gument -the gradual loss of space for the effective defence of human
rights- deserves special recognition, for it makes a relevant contribu-
tion to current debates that put too much of an emphasis on the situa-
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tion in countries with feeble democracies or persistent authoritarian
practices.

Thus, it is a very timely and interesting Master thesis that addresses the
(growing) constraints human rights defenders face in most environ-
ments, the potential for change and the limits of existing legal mechan-
isms and norms to protect their work. A critical and well-informed
analysis of the main international and regional instruments used to
protect the work of human rights defenders, with emphasis on the case
of European region will be of particular interest to the reader. In addi-
tion, balanced suggestions are offered that allow for shortcomings to
be addressed.

Overall, this is an outstanding piece of work that evidences the author’s
capacity to conduct independent and rigorous research, as well as his
familiarity with the many constraints surrounding the activity of hu-
man rights defenders. Alternate avenues and mechanisms are required
to improve the situation for human rights defenders. This thesis will
explore how this can be achieved - leaving the reader armed with
knowledge to change the course of history for human rights defenders.

Pablo Pareja-Alcaraz

Barcelona, 20 October 2020
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