Pakistan in the UNHRC


PAKISTAN’S election to the newly formed UN Human Rights Council has been criticised by international human rights organisations which are against the inclusion of countries known to violate human rights. While the charge is true for Pakistan and other newly inducted members like Saudi Arabia, China, Iran, Cuba and Russia, one hopes Pakistan will use this opportunity to examine its own performance on the issue before branding itself as a champion of human rights. It is no secret that some of Pakistan’s laws are discriminatory towards its minorities and women, many of whom have suffered at the rigours of draconian measures like the blasphemy laws and Hudood ordinances. Moreover, since 9/11 the government has used the ‘war on terror’ as a pretext to illegally detain its citizens, many of whose whereabouts remain unknown to this day. For these actions it is criticised by international watchdogs like Human Rights Watch and Amnesty International as well as the Human Rights Commission of Pakistan, all of whose annual reports are usually dismissed by the government as trivial. Pakistan should not therefore see its inclusion in the new UN body as a validation of its human rights record as that will defeat the purpose of engaging in any valid discourse on the state of human rights around the world. Rather it should use this occasion to set its own house right so that it can be taken seriously when it chooses to tackle important issues like the defaming of religions.

It will take some time to effectively assess the performance of the UNHRC. But with the inclusion of nations whose own human rights record is dismal, many questions are being asked as to how effectively member states will take action against those who commit serious human rights abuses. To ensure the body’s impartiality, the “contentious” member nations should offer themselves up for a human rights review to show their commitment to addressing this serious matter. This move should allay fears of those who are already dismissing the UNHRC as an ineffective body which is likely to meet the same fate as its predecessor, the now defunct UNCHR.

