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2013 marks the fifteenth anniversary of the United Nations Declaration on Human Rights Defenders. That Declaration spurred efforts by the UN and regional human rights bodies to safeguard human rights defenders – those individuals and associations that work non-violently for the rights enshrined in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. Perhaps most importantly, the Declaration called on states to use domestic law to protect human rights defenders.

However, states also use law as an instrument of repression. Human rights defenders have been criminalized and charged with a range of offenses such as hooliganism, terrorism, non-compliance with registration requirements, and tax evasion.  Non-state actors have used legal action to obstruct the work of human rights defenders, for example, through Strategic Lawsuits against Public Participation (SLAPP suits) and defamation suits. 

The use of the law in such ways poses a challenge for those seeking to protect the rights of human rights defenders and raises fundamental questions about the role of law in protecting human rights defenders. When does prosecution become persecution? When is legal action against a human rights defender legitimate? 

The Centre for Applied Human Rights runs a unique Protective Fellowship Scheme for human rights defenders at risk and promotes research on and for human rights defenders through its Journal for Human Rights Practice (Oxford University Press). We invite papers that address legal challenges and opportunities for human rights defenders.   

