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60 educators representing 42 non-governmental organizations (including 19 regional and 24 national organizations), two United Nations agencies Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Right [UNHCHR], and the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization [UNESCO]) and the National Human Rights Commission of Korea met in Bangkok, Thailand on November 10-12, 2003 to discuss the state of human rights education in the Asia-Pacific.   

The workshop entitled "Human Rights Education in Asia-Pacific: Defining Challenges and Strategies" was organized by the Asia-Pacific Center for Education on International Understanding (APCEIU), the Asia-Pacific Regional Resource Center for Human Rights Education (ARRC), and the Asia-Pacific Human Rights Information Center (HURIGHTS OSAKA).  It was conceived as a venue to:

1. Map out the coverage of human rights education programs in the region in terms of educational fields (formal, non-formal, informal), sectors, issues and geographical spread;

2. Discuss strengths and weaknesses in the growth and development of human rights education programs; and

3. Identify strategies on how to further develop human rights education programs in light of the goals of the United Nations Decade for Human Rights Education (1994-2004).  

There were presentations on human rights education programs covering various issues and sectors, namely:

1. Women

2. Children, Youth

3. Indigenous peoples, refugees and ethnic minority groups;

4. Migrant workers; 

5. Plantation workers, peasants and the urban poor.

Small group discussions reviewed human rights education initiatives in the region, their strengths and weaknesses, and the strategies needed to address the challenges in promoting human rights education in the region.

Day One – November 10, 2003

The workshop started with welcome remarks from Ms. Theresa Limpin of ARRC, and messages from Professor Bantorn Ondam, Chairperson of the Human Settlement Foundation, Thailand, and Mr. Bertrand Ramcharan, Acting UN High Commissioner for Human Rights.  
The first two panel presentations were devoted to the issues of women, youth and children. The presentations and discussions touched on several recurring themes:

a. Awareness of human rights

It was observed that awareness of human rights is often based on a segmented understanding of the concept of human rights.  Children’s human rights are seen as separate from other human rights.  Basic concepts of universality and interdependence of rights are also not given much emphasis. There seems to be a gap in understanding the link between and among human rights concepts and issues.  

b. Mainstreaming human rights

Similarly, human rights education programs are segmented into issues (women, children, and youth) and espoused mainly by non-governmental organizations. Government policies, on the other hand, do not promote human rights education as part of the in-service personnel training programs, and the formal education system.  

c. Understanding human rights education

Different forms of human rights education focusing on different issues exist.  Human rights education is seen as a valuable formation tool for children and youth.  Political perceptions about the nature of human rights education require the use of language that does not use "human rights", such as reproductive rights and peace education.  

d. Content of human rights education

Understanding the realities of society is seen as a basic starting point of human rights education.  Laws and human rights instruments should not be taken up until the issues confronting the participants have been discussed and understood.  

A holistic understanding of human rights is considered to be an important element of any human rights education program.

e. Resources

Human rights education requires the use of various learning and teaching materials.  It also requires use of adequate funds.

f. Forms of human rights education

There are human rights education programs for the formal education system (schools) as well as for the non-formal education system (using theatre, field exposure activities, and new communications and information technologies). 

g. Follow-up mechanism

There is a need for a system that makes human rights education programs (in whatever form) continue.  Such a system may cover ways of making activities sustainable and would help train educators or so-called "change agents".

Following the same concern for sustainability is the need to tap resources that are available in governments.  Thus there is a need to link up with government agencies and schools.  Such links serve also the need for mainstreaming human rights education into the government programs and formal education system.

h. Evaluation of human rights education programs

Human rights education programs need evaluation to be able to improve.

i. Special concerns about children

Children are appropriate participants in human rights education because they are rational beings. They respond in a real dialogue. 

j. Challenges

A number of challenges raised in the presentations and discussions include the following questions:

- How can we ensure that human rights education makes people think about human rights, and not just about the issues?

- How can human rights education reach more people?

- How can we facilitate the creation of sustainable and effective human rights education systems at the grassroots level?

- How can we make human rights education part of the mainstream in the NGO movement, government system, and formal education system?

- How can we mobilize resources (financial, material, technological and human) to start or continue human rights education programs?

- What are the forms of possible impacts of human rights education (e.g. participation in governance, exercise of self-determination by women)?

Day Two – November 11, 2003

The day started with a welcome message from Dr. Samuel Lee, Director of APCIEU.  He stressed the need not only for a holistic concept of human rights education but one that takes into account the various contexts of peoples in the region.

In order to allow more issues to be discussed, several panel presentations were held simultaneously in the morning of the second day. The presentations cover the following: a) indigenous people, ethnic minorities and refugees; b) plantation workers, peasants and the urban poor; and c) migrant workers.  The panel of presenters stressed their field experiences on doing human rights education work relating to the issues.  In the afternoon, the same grouping of participants for the panel presentations continued to meet to map out the coverage of human rights education programs in the region in terms of education fields (formal, non-formal, informal), sectors, issues and geographical spread and to discuss the strengths and weaknesses in the growth and development of human rights education programs in the region.  The groups presented in plenary session a summary of their discussions at the end of the day. 

The discussions in the day's workshops and presentations often returned to several key themes:

a. The need for "foundational or core concepts" to be included in all human rights education programs

While it is deemed necessary to discuss human rights in the context of the region, such contextualized discussions should not lead to the creation of myths and misconceptions about human rights.  This is particularly with reference to the "Asian values" argument propagated by the Malaysian and Singaporean governments. Myths and misconceptions about human rights should be corrected through human rights education. Human rights educators need to pay attention to core human rights concepts (universality, indivisibility, interrelatedness, interdependence) applied in the context of the region.

b. Interaction with governments 

Government officials at various levels comprise a key group that has not been adequately considered in human rights education programs in the region.  Governments can also create obstacles to human rights education efforts.  Groups pointed to government restrictions as one significant problem in doing human rights education work.  At times, governments manipulate human rights education.  However, some groups have had significant successes in working with governments.  

c. The need to link human rights education with broader issues of development and globalization

Human rights education should alert people about the social and political contexts in the country that impact on the violation of human rights.  It is also necessary for human rights educators to go beyond the local or even the national level, and make people become aware of international issues like globalization and their impact on their lives and their communities.

d. The potential for using the UN system

It was noted that many human rights educators do not make use of the UN system to the full extent possible.  The UN system provides much documentation/information, which could be very useful for human rights education work.  It is also be possible for human rights educators and human rights advocates to approach UN human rights bodies with information, or to seek assistance in particular cases.  

e. The importance of networking, sharing of information, and using regional resource centers 

Networking and sharing information between groups were identified as major strengths of many human rights education efforts in the region. Resource centers in the region gather and disseminate materials and information, and have also collaborated in the development of new materials. 

However, these collaborative efforts are still limited because of what one group identified as "ego and selfishness", lack of coordination, and weak linkage with regional networks and regional human rights processes. There is therefore a big room for improving the networking/collaboration work in the region among human rights educators.

f. The donors

The priorities of donors sometime dictate what issues human rights educators may raise.  Donors themselves were identified as one group requiring adequate exposure to human rights education. 
g. Training and skills development of facilitators

The groups identified the problem of lack of trainers in the region, and the need for new trainers to be trained.  Experienced educators themselves also need to be given the time and opportunity to develop their skills and to be exposed to new innovations in educational methodologies.  

h. The media

It was observed that the media has been neglected by human rights education efforts.  Public inquiries and debates about human rights presented through the media can provide human rights educators important opportunities to reach a wide audience.  

i. Choosing the medium for human rights education
It was observed that the potential of creative artists and mediums has not yet been fully tapped.  One group suggested that human rights education should be made more 'pop' and celebratory to reach a wider and younger audience.   

Day Three – November 12, 2003

In the morning of the third and final day of the Workshop, the small group discussions continued. The discussions dwelt on identification of strategies on how to further develop human rights education programs in the region.  In the afternoon, the final panel presentation on special concerns was held in plenary session. There were presentations on the United Nation Decade for Human Rights Education (1995-2004), proposal for a second Decade, and the role of international, regional and national institutions.  The presentations were given by representatives of the UNHCHR, the Buraku Liberation and Human Rights Research Institute, UNESCO, APCEIU, and the Korean National Human Rights Commission. 
As the final stage of the Workshop, a summary of the discussions for the last three days were presented. The participants clarified and corrected various portions of the summary document, and suggested several additional statements. 

Summary Document 

Many concerns, issues and strategies were raised during the Workshop.  All were important concerns but some came across as concerns that should be given priority and attention.

Overall aim of human rights education:

- To use human rights education more effectively as a means towards achieving human rights for all;

- To adopt sustainable strategies that enlarge the community of human rights educators as well as the constituencies for human rights education; and

- To ensure that human rights education addresses those needs that are yet unmet, and reaches those groups that are yet unreached.

I. Development of human rights education for NGOs/Civil Society Organizations/Individuals
- To provide platforms/avenues through which human rights educators can review, reflect, recollect their experiences; evaluate themselves and rethink their work strategically.
- To develop methodologies for greater reach and popularization of human rights education (e.g., means to reach the youth, students).
- To focus on more effective methodologies of human rights education that can add to knowledge-building. Methodologies should also enable human rights educators to situate human rights concerns within socio-economic-cultural-political context.
- To build upon international consensus on human rights principles/concepts and advances on human rights education approaches/pedagogies in developing institutionalized regional human rights education training courses/programs with common core human rights contents.

- To conduct research on human rights education programs, approaches and pedagogies with a special aim of reaching marginalized and excluded groups.
- To increase effective networking and collaboration among NGOs, grassroots communities, social action groups at the local, national, and regional levels.
- To ensure the multiplier effect of human rights education as well as promote people-centered, and not just issue-centered, human rights education.
- To utilize resources across disciplines and sectors (e.g. migrants and trafficking in women) for a holistic approach to human rights education.
- To identify effective strategies for the promotion of human rights education at the local, national and regional levels.
- To enhance the capacity of human rights educators and other “agents for transformation.”

- To enlarge the current community of human rights educators.
- To utilize the media more effectively for human rights education promotion.
- To ensure that popular, pressing and cross-cutting human rights issues are utilized as opportunities for human rights education, while working in collaboration with other human rights activists in these issues.
- To recognize and understand the growing xenophobia and intolerance in Asia and to strategize human rights education to address this.

II. Engaging governments
- To engage people from government as strategic partners in human rights education.
- To provide human rights education to relevant government groups, e.g., economic policymakers, law enforcers, and to address the issue of lack of political will of government in promoting human rights education.
- To help strengthen the human rights education programs in the national human rights commissions; and to recognize the value of these commissions.

- To lobby/involve the ministries of education to promote human rights-friendly (free from fear) environments in schools in addition to including human rights education in the curriculum.

III. Using the regional forums/meetings
- To develop strategic partnerships with regional bodies, e.g. the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), ASEAN Inter-Parliamentary Organization (AIPO), South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation (SAARC), Pacific Islands Forum (PIF), and to use the avenues made available by them.
- To maximize regional groups (e.g., the Asia-Pacific Regional Resource Center for Human Rights Education) as focal points that can help educators centralize, monitor, disseminate, check, and ask for resource books, resource persons, and curriculums on human rights education.

IV. Using the UN system
- To use the United Nations Decade for Human Rights Education (1995-2004) as a lobbying tool with governments.

- To call, as a region, for a second Decade on human rights education.

- To invite UN rapporteurs and experts in the human rights treaty bodies from the region as resource persons who can share experiences about human rights situations and issues to be addressed.

- To utilize the available resources and opportunities of the various UN bodies.

- To use the mechanism of shadow reports to provide feedback to the UN human rights bodies that can pressurize governments to fulfill their human rights obligations.

- To intensify lobbying and advocacy with government to remind them of their commitments in the last year of the UN Decade.

- To utilize the Declaration on Human Rights Defenders to promote a culture of prevention of human rights violations.

- To engage UN agencies in evaluating mechanisms for the promotion of human rights education, while also evaluating UN human rights education programs.
- To use human rights education as a means to lobby governments to ratify UN human rights instruments.
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