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- Institutionalization of Anti-rights
Chla pf[el’ 5 Actors in UN Mechanisms
Anti-Rights
—|— J[ As we have seen, anti-rights movements
aC |CS, are increasingly coordinated and well-
Strateg |eS | funded at the global and regional levels. Given

their attacks on human rights standards and
aﬂd |mpaCtS norms, as well as their efforts to carve out
impunity for states on the basis of “national
— Naureen Shameem sovereignty,” why are these actors highly
AWID active and mobilized in the human rights and
multilateral spaces they deeply critique? In a
Trojan horse strategy, the aim is to transform
global and regional spaces from the inside out
to reflect their regressive agendas.

IN A TROJAN HORSE STRATEGY,

THE AIM IS TO TRANSFORM GLOBAL
AND REGIONAL SPACES FROM THE
INSIDE OUT TO REFLECT THEIR
REGRESSIVE AGENDAS

Not all anti-rights actors approach the
international and regional human rights
systems identically. While some seek to
infiltrate and shape the system to their aims,
others seek to undermine the system, with the
aim of rendering it unable to operate.

Ultra-conservative actors are employing the
tactic of reactive politicization®® — reacting
to the gains from feminist and progressive
movements over the past few decades,
and seeking to mirror their successful
strategies at the multilateral level to counter
their progressions.®' Anti-rights movements
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aim to enter these spaces as legitimate public  movement that can “influence and eventually
actors to boost their power there,’*2 to “spoil”  shape” policy at the UN.%%*
international norms and law,%® and ultimately
undermine the universality of rights. Anti-rights Non-state Actors in
UN Spaces — ECOSOC Status

Anti-rights actors have been quite open about , ,
A key point of entry for regressive non-

state actors in UN spaces is through NGO
special consultative status with ECOSOC.5%
Disguising their anti-rights goals - and in
some cases, applying for ECOSOC status
under a modified and neutral-sounding
name, or the name of an affiliated
organization®® - these actors seek to
exploit the UN’s mechanisms intended to

how and why they intend to carry out this
tactic in the past. The founder of the World
Congress of Families, for example, stated that
imperatives for the future included “energetic
action within the NGO process,” to help
advance “friends of the family” within the UN
and to place them in positions of current or
potential influence there, as well as to build a

-
The Observatory on the
\Universality of Rights
-

Infiltration of the UN by
Anti-Rights Actors

In recent years, anti-rights actors’
approach to human rights spaces
has shifted. While we still see outright
attacks on the system - such as
opting out of international agreements,
and defunding and attacking UN
agencies - anti-rights actors are now
significantly invested in undermining
human rights from inside the system.
Anti-rights actors engage with the
aim of transforming systems from
the inside out, co-opting human
rights processes, entrenching
regressive norms, and undermining
accountability.
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foster civil society engagement in human
rights processes.®’

Once granted, ECOSOC status allows non-
state groups access to attend UN meetings,
host side events, attend and seek to influence
resolutions and other agreements, and to
meet, network with, and lobby state delegates
and officials at the UN. Amongst anti-rights
actors, CitizenGo has ECOSOC consultative
status,®® as does ADF International,®® Family
Watch International,®®® C-Fam,®' and the
World Youth Alliance.®¢2

In recent years, a number of non-state anti-
rights actors have also entered regional
spaces like the OAS and the Council of Europe
through similar NGO status mechanisms.
Unveiling of these actors’ anti-rights activities
and agendas has had an impact in some
cases, however. In 2019, CitizenGo lost its
formal NGO registration (through HazteOir)
in Spain,®3 and ADF was removed from NGO
participatory status at the Council of Europe
in 2020 following its extensive campaigning
against the Istanbul Convention on gender-
based violence.%*

Anti-rights Non-state Actors in
State Delegations

Joining state delegations at key UN meetings
is another way in which regressive non-state
actors embed themselves in UN systems.
This tactic is particularly common at the
Commission on the Status of Women (CSW).
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At the CSW in 2017, for instance, the US
asked anti-rights actors like C-Fam and the
Heritage Foundation — who work actively and
openly to undermine rights related to gender,
reproduction and sexuality — to join the
country’s official delegation to the event.5®
The Heritage Foundation delegate is the
author of In Bed with Radical Feminists: The
U.N.’s Misguided Women’s Agenda.®%®

FEMINIST AND PROGRESSIVE
ACTIVISTS ARE SITTING OUTSIDE
THE NEGOTIATING ROOM WHILE
GROUPS LIKE C-FAM ARE INSIDE
TAKING PART

What this means is that in many cases
feminist and progressive activists are
sitting outside of the negotiating room,
while groups like C-Fam are inside taking
part in negotiations with delegate badges.
Feminist activists active at the CSW have
flagged this trend, describing non-state anti-
rights actors’ level of access and influence
in these spaces. Importantly, this is a tactic
that feminists have used for years. With
progressive governments, it has been
possible to ensure the presence of feminists
in the official delegation — the same tactic now

mimicked by anti-rights actors.
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Infiltration of UN NGO Committees

Another way in which ultra-conservative

non-states actors are increasingly being
institutionalized at the UN is by their
in official NGO Committees.
There are now several NGO Committees on
different thematic areas based at the UN in
Geneva and New York - including the NGO
Committees on Freedom of Religion and

Belief and the NGO Committee on the Family.

involvement

These civil society-led bodies at the UN
exist to promote and defend international
agreements protecting their relevant thematic
area and have the capacity to coordinate and
host NGO activities there. They also work
with the relevant UN Special Procedures, if
applicable, and communicate with the OHCHR
and other relevant UN offices. The committee
can thus create a hub of coordinated activity
around its subject matter, and can hold a
special relationship to key UN officials.

In recent years, a number of anti-rights actors
have become active in New York and - to a
lesser extent —in the Geneva NGO Committees
on Freedom of Religion. Indeed, the New York
NGO Committee has been chaired by ADF
since 2018.6¢7

The NGO Committee on the Family based
in New York is also a focus point for anti-
rights actors. This committee seeks to
advocate for the inclusion of “the family” in
resolutions and policies at the UN, as well as
to educate the public on international issues

and policies affecting “the family.” It also
works to ensure member states “commit to
the betterment of families...with respect for
the sovereignty of nations,” and maintains
relationships with the UN Department of
Economic and Social Affairs, the UN focal
point on the family, and other UN bodies.®%8 At
present, the NGO Committee on the Family
includes representatives from the anti-rights
World Youth Alliance,®®® LDS Charities, a
department of The Church of Jesus Christ
of Latter-day Saints,®”° and a member of the
Universal Peace Federation who authored a
chapter in “Family Capital and the SDGs” by
the World Congress of Families and United
Families International.®™

THROUGH THEIR INVOLVEMENT

AND LEADERSHIP IN NGO
COMMITTEES, ANTI-RIGHTS ACTORS
ARE MORE DEEPLY EMBEDDED IN
THE UN SYSTEM

Through theirinvolvement and leadershipin
NGO Committees, another tactic feminists
have employed, anti-rights actors are
more deeply embedded in the UN system.
They have a greater platform to spread their
discourses and agendas internally and can
play a deeper role in shaping the way in which
the UN addresses its theme.
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Lobbying to Place Anti-rights Actors
in Key Official Positions

Anti-rights actors seek to deepen their
influence in regional and global systems by
lobbying for allies to be appointed or elected
to key positions in these bodies, or for new
mechanisms to espouse and institutionalize
their misleading discourses. At the European
Parliament, for instance, CitizenGo and its
allies successfully campaigned for a new
special rapporteur for religious freedom,
describing this position as “how the EU will
protect Christians.”¢"

Intergovernmental Groups Built Around an
Anti-rights Agenda

Developing and fostering intergovernmental
coalitions that work closely with regressive civil
society is another means by which anti-rights
actors seek to institutionalize their agendas.
One example is the Group on Friends of the
Family (GoFF), a bloc launched by Belarus
in 2015. The bloc also includes Egypt, the
Holy See, Russia, Pakistan, Qatar, and Saudi
Arabia, amongst other member states.?”®
GoFF has sought to negotiate in anti-
rights language employing the “protection
of the family” discourse®* in the SDGs and
subsequent UN development and human
rights processes. It argues that the “traditional
family as the foundation of human civilization”
should be a key focus for governments in
multilateral systems.®”® It also organizes high-
level events at the UN together with non-state
anti-rights actors.

RIGHTS AT RISK: TIME FOR ACTION Observatc

FOSTERING INTERGOVERNMENTAL
COALITIONS THAT WORK CLOSELY
WITH REGRESSIVE CIVIL SOCIETY
IS ANOTHER MEANS BY WHICH
ANTI-RIGHTS ACTORS
INSTITUTIONALIZE THEIR AGENDAS

In May 2019, GoFF organized a UN event
entitled “It Takes a Family,” co-sponsored by
anti-rights non-state actors C-Fam, Family
Watch International,f”® the International
Organization for the Family,®”” the Family
Research Council and United Families
and with speakers from
Belarus, Egypt, Russia, Qatar, Bangladesh, and
Saudi Arabia. Promoting anti-rights narratives
around “the family,” the representative from
Russia at the event stated that: “both the
natural family and fundamental rights of
parents are restricted in many countries
around the world.” The representative from
the Holy See described different forms of
families as “various forms of the family that
by their very nature...are in no way capable of
expressing the meaning of and ensuring the
good of the family.”67

International,®7®
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Opting-out and Delegitimization

n many ways, anti-rights movements now
implement a double strategy in relation
to multilateral spaces. To further their
agendas in global and regional systems,
ultra-conservative actors take an inside-
outside approach.

TO FURTHER THEIR AGENDAS IN
GLOBAL AND REGIONAL SYSTEMS,
ULTRACONSERVATIVE ACTORS TAKE
AN INSIDE-OUTSIDE APPROACH

In what has been described as a “nationalist
international,” a number of regressive state
and non-state actors seek to work within
multilateral spaces like the UN, OAS and EU
to co-opt their processes and standards. The
goal is to thereby limit state accountability
and increase state impunity, and to develop
and embed new ultra-conservative norms
and policies within these systems. This is
another example of the aforementioned
trend, where anti-rights actors have
adapted their tactics from those of feminist
and progressive movements advocating in
intergovernmental spaces.

The second part of this dual move is from the
outside: to undermine, weaken and hollow out
multilateral systems — particularly those where
feminist progress has been made - through
attacks and pressure. This often manifests itself
as anti-rights actors opting out or threatening to
opt out of these processes, various approaches

with delegitimization as their aim, and by
withholding or withdrawing funds.

Withdrawal from Human Rights Bodies
and Conventions

Ultra-conservative strategies of opting out
and delegitimization have had growing
prominence and impact in recent years in
global and regional spaces. A key example at
the regional level is the wave of states looking
to opt out of the Istanbul Convention, the 2014
Council of Europe treaty on violence against

women and domestic violence.5

In July 2020, Poland announced its intention to
withdraw from the convention, which it ratified
in 2015. Justice Minister Zbigniew Ziobro
dubbed the convention “gender gibberish”®!
and claimed that it was “harmful” because
it required schools to teach children about
gender.®® The Istanbul Convention states
that the state must promote equality between
women and men and prevent violence against
women by encouraging mutual respect or
non-violent conflict resolution and questioning
stereotypes -
teaching materials in schools.®®® Ziobro also

gender including through
claimed the convention violated the “rights
of parents” and contained “elements of an
ideological nature.”®* In August 2020, Poland
wrote to the government in Slovenia, inviting
the country to withdraw from the treaty.®

Previously, in May 2020, Hungary rejected
ratification of the Istanbul Convention, issuing
a government declaration that the convention
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promotes “destructive gender ideologies”
“illegal Ratification of
the treaty has also stalled in several other
European countries, including Latvia, the
Czech Republic, and Slovakia.®®” Moldova,
which signed the convention in 2017, has
thus far delayed ratifying it,%®® and in 2018
Bulgaria withdrew a governmental bill to ratify

and migration. 8¢

the treaty and requested that its Constitutional
Court
ratification.®

review the constitutionality of its
Echoing elements of the
“gender ideology” discourse promoted by
anti-rights movements, the Court declared
the treaty unconstitutional later that year. A
backlash against the Istanbul Convention
also emerged in Turkey in August 2020,%° and
the government went on to withdraw from the
treaty in March 2021.5%

The Istanbul Convention has been the
target of a number of ultra-conservative
national and transnational campaigns
over the past three years, focusing in
large part on anti-sexual rights and “gender
ideology” discourses. Along with allies, ADF
International has strongly advocated against
the convention,*®? and as such its 2018
application for NGO participatory status at

the Council of Europe was rejected.®%

Also at the regional level, in 2019 the United
States cut funding to the Organization
of American States (OAS) as part of its
global anti-abortion policies.®®* Specifically,
the funding was cut from the human rights
bodies, not the political bodies that tend to
be aligned with the US. The US accused the
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Inter-American Commission of Women and
the Inter-American Court of Human Rights of
“aggressively lobbying in favour of abortion.”

In 2018, the United States withdrew from
the UN Human Rights Council,®® accusing
the body of “chronic bias against Israel” -
although US representatives remain active
at the UN General Assembly, the Security
Council, and the Commission on the Status
of Women, among other spaces. After the
HRC voted on a resolution to investigate
extrajudicial killings in the country’s “war on
drugs,” the Philippines also threatened to
withdraw from the Council - describing
Iceland, the drafters of the resolution, as “a
nation of women beaters and eugenicists” —
but ultimately chose to remain.®%

RESERVATIONS AIM TO UNDERMINE
CONSENSUS ON HUMAN RIGHTS
STANDARDS

Reservations and Dissociation
from Agreements

Several states and religious bodies like the
Holy See also increasingly attempt to issue
reservations or statements of disassociation
to UN documents and agreements that are not
formal treaties.®®” While these reservations
have minimal legal effect, the goals are
political and symbolic. Ultimately the aim
is to undermine consensus on human
rights standards, create a freezing effect
on the progressive interpretation of human

www.oursplatform.org

121



RIGHTS AT RISK: TIME FOR ACTION Observatory on the Universality of Rights Trends Report 202
Chapter 5: Anti-Rights Tactics, Strategies, and Impacts

rights language, and to mark out a space
as a persistent objector to an emerging
human rights norm so as not to be held
accountable under it.

Read more about the tactic of
state reservations in the first

edition of this report

For instance, at the 2019 CSW, when after
contentious negotiations a final compromise
draft of the Agreed Conclusions had been
shared with states, Saudi Arabia and Bahrain
registered a refusal to join the consensus. They
cited their objection to language on sexual
and reproductive health and rights, sexuality
education, and multiple and intersecting forms
of discrimination. They also objected to what
was missing from the text, namely: “the role
of the family in protecting women and girls”,
“parental rights” language, and language on
national sovereignty. These statements were
delivered too late in the process — past the
point at which the chair called for objections
— so the Agreed Conclusions were formally
adopted. Saudi Arabia and Bahrain walked out
of the final meeting®® and said in a statement
signed by 18 member states that they failed
to recognize the outcome.®®® Subsequently
the Holy See, Family Watch International
and C-Fam attempted to discredit the entire
process, claiming that the negotiation process
was forced.”®

In another recent example, at the 73rd World
Health Assembly in 2020, the United States

attempted to disassociate from several
paragraphs of the resolution on COVID-19
response, including those referencing sexual
and reproductive health, stating that the US
“believes in legal protections for the unborn,
and rejects any interpretation of international
human rights...to require any State Party to
provide access to abortion.””0!

Attacks on Special Procedures and
Treaty Monitoring Bodies

in the first OURs human
rights trends report, a widespread tactic
amongst anti-rights actors is to attempt
to delegitimize and block the work of the
UN expert mechanisms like the UN Special
Procedures and treaty monitoring bodies —

As discussed

as they are less successful in lobbying these
mechanisms — as well as the UN’s operative
bodies (UN agencies).”®

WITH RESPECT TO UN AGENCIES,

THE ANTI-RIGHTS APPROACH IS
GENERALLY TO ARGUE THAT THEY ARE
OVERSTEPPING THEIR MANDATES, AS
WELL AS TO TARGET THEIR FUNDING

With respect to UN agencies, the anti-rights
approach is generally to argue that they are
overstepping their mandates, as well as to target
their funding. With treaty monitoring bodies
(TMBs), anti-rights actors inaccurately suggest
that such bodies have no authority to interpret
their respective treaties. Anti-rights actors
attempt to undermine Special Procedures by
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describing them as partisan and advocating
for sharp limitations of their independence and
purview. They do this by describing the work of
Special Procedures as ultra vires (going beyond
their authority) or duplicative of the work of
other UN bodies, and by pushing against the
renewal of their mandates.

In recent years, both non-state and state
actors have systematically attempted to
delegitimize the work of Special Procedures
as a whole, as well as specifically targeting
Special Procedures like the Working Group
on Discrimination Against Women and Girls,
the Special Rapporteur on Health, and the
Special Rapporteur on Freedom of Religion.

Signaling an escalation in attacks, several
states drafted a Human Rights Council
resolution targeting Special Procedures
in two HRC sessions in 2019. The first draft
resolution was introduced before the June-
July 2019 session by Pakistan and the UAE
and was ultimately dropped as it did not
receive enough support from expected allies
— some of whom, like Russia and Egypt, felt
the text did not go far enough in curtailing UN
mechanisms as a whole. The draft resolution
then re-emerged at the September session
— on the same day that Special Procedures
issued a press release on human rights
violations in Hong Kong - and China said it
would lead this resolution initiative. This draft
was also ultimately dropped.

The aims of these draft resolutions appeared
to be to attack the UN Special Procedures
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as a whole and to set up processes to curtalil
their work and independence going forward.
In particular, the aim was to undermine their
capacity to issue statements, press releases,
end of visit statements, or other media or
social media statements. Another target
appeared to be the terms of reference for
Special Procedures country visits, as mandate
holders hold member states accountable for
human rights violations in their country reports.
The second draft further suggested the goal of
creating an ongoing Intergovernmental Working
Group focused on “reform” of the Special
Procedures. While an HRC resolution targeting
this UN mechanism has not been finalized thus
far, this is indicative of deepening anti-rights
attacks on Special Procedures. States are also
attempting to pressure mandate holders via
discussions on their Code of Conduct in the
Coordination Committee.

Organizations like C-Fam, Family Watch
International, CitizenGo, and ADF also
attempt to delegitimize particular UN
mandate holders, particularly those who
work to support rights related to gender,
reproduction and sexuality. In a submission
to the Working Group on Discrimination
Against Women in 2020, for instance, ADF
International expressed “serious doubts as to
the Working Group’s impartial and objective
discharge of its mandate” simply on the
basis of the subject matter of the upcoming
report.”%® In the same year, C-Fam wrote
critically about the new Special Rapporteur
on Health, claiming she was “likely to exceed
her mandate” because of her background
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advocating for sexual and reproductive
health and rights,”® and CitizenGo launched
a petition with allies like United Families
International to target the Special Rapporteur
on Freedom of Religion for his report on
freedom of religion and belief and gender
equality.”® In September 2020, Family Watch
International launched an online campaign
against the Special Rapporteur’s report
entitled: A call to protect religious freedoms
worldwide.” The campaignincludes a citizen
petition to call on member states to instruct
their ambassadors to reject the report and
a sign-on for religious leaders. In the same
month, FWI also hosted a webinar that
attacked the UN Committee on the Rights of
the Child for alleged ultra vires acts.”

As noted above, defunding is also a common
strategy for anti-rights actors. The US has
withheld funds from UNFPA on multiple
occasions due to their work on sexual and
reproductive rights and health, and with
reduced funding to the UN as a whole, the
Secretary-General issued warnings both in
2018 and in 2019 that the entity ran the risk
of bankruptcy.”® In 2019, due to budget cuts
at the Office of the Commissioner for Human
Rights, treaty monitoring bodies narrowly
avoided having sessions postponed. Actors
like ADF International explicitly call for states
to withhold funds from the OHCHR and
Special Procedures™® in order to pressure
them into compliance with their views.
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Lowering Human Rights Standards

“Conservatives cannot afford to abandon
the institutions of power...the best
solution is to stay in the fight.”’™

nti-rights movements work to undermine
Aand lower the human rights norms and
standards of multilateral systems from the
inside. This taps into one of the core tactics of
reactive politicization and strategic secularism
highlighted earlier. Regressive actors make
a strategic shift to coordinate and work
within policy institutions, and to reframe
their discourses into apparently “secular”
language in an effort to push back against
both feminist and progressive gains and
their own accountability for human rights
violations.

REGRESSIVE ACTORS MAKE A
STRATEGIC SHIFT TO WORK WITHIN
POLICY INSTITUTIONS, AND TO
REFRAME THEIR DISCOURSES INTO
APPARENTLY “SECULAR” LANGUAGE

These internal efforts to lower standards
and accountability are a key way in which
anti-rights actors have had an impact at
the global and regional level. It can be
described as a multi-step process of
“norm spoiling” - by which anti-rights
actors directly challenge existing human
rights norms with the aim of weakening
their influence.”"' Ultra-conservative actors
deploy several interlinked tactics that aim to

RIGHTS AT RISK: TIME FOR ACTION Observatc

block and reverse human rights norms and
standards in regional and global spaces,
including: misleading rhetoric around “agreed
language” and “new rights,” pushing for
deletions and changes in intergovernmental
resolutions, and pressuring human rights
mechanisms to narrow their focus.

“Agreed Language”

At the UN, anti-rights actors seek to undermine
human rights by first forum-shopping to
find language that is regressive or weaker
than existing human rights standards, and
then advocating for this weaker language
in other fora. The goal is to water down
intergovernmental agreements by replacing
language with
selectively chosen weaker language in an
attempted race to the bottom.

stronger human rights

THE GOAL IS TO WATER DOWN
INTERGOVERNMENTAL AGREEMENTS
BY REPLACING STRONGER HUMAN
RIGHTS LANGUAGE WITH WEAKER
LANGUAGE

Anti-rights actors selectively describe such
language as “agreed language,”
trying to suggest that such language carries
greater weight than the stronger human rights

weaker

standards of other agreements, fora or UN
mechanismsthatthey seektoreplaceordelete.
Relatedly, anti-rights actors will frequently
argue against previous UN language that
upholds rights related to gender and sexuality,
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claiming it is “not agreed language,” because
it came from a resolution that was voted on,
rather than being reached by consensus. In
fact, generally international agreements can
be finalized by either vote or consensus.”'?

For instance, at a recent CSW, in a trade-
off, the final Agreed Conclusions included a
reference to “the family” rather than “various
forms of families.””'® This reference was then
cited by the resolution sponsors as persuasive
“agreed language” in the regressive Protection
of the Family resolution later that year at the
Human Rights Council.

Similarly, during resolution negotiations at
the HRC, a common tactic used by some
states - such as Egypt or the Russian
Federation - to undermine standards on
gender, reproduction or sexuality is to seek
to replace the language in the original text
with weaker language pulled from the more
contested Agreed Conclusions of the CSW,
or from development mechanisms (such as
the SDG process) which are weaker than
existing human rights standards. In addition,
anti-rights actors have also targeted spaces
like the UN General Assembly and Security
Council,”"* where there is less feminist activist
engagement, in an attempt to seed regressive
language that can then be pushed elsewhere.

In many UN spaces, such as the Human
Rights Council, this tactic manifests as
strong pressure on resolution sponsors to
have a consensus - rather than a voted -
resolution. The aim is to water down language

on gender, sexuality and reproduction. Anti-
rights actors at the HRC also argue against
the inclusion of strong standards from UN
Special Procedures and Treaty Monitoring
Bodies in intergovernmental agreements on
the grounds of “agreed language.”

“New rights”

In another attempt to weaken human rights
standards from the inside, anti-rights actors
also misleadingly describe various standards
on rights related to gender and sexuality as
“new rights.”” In this way they attempt to
invalidate the application of long-standing
human rights norms and law on the subject.

ANTI-RIGHTS ACTORS

MISLEADINGLY DESCRIBE RIGHTS
RELATED TO GENDER AND SEXUALITY
AS “NEW RIGHTS” TO INVALIDATE
LONG-STANDING HUMAN RIGHTS
NORMS AND LAW

For instance, ADF argues that rights relating
to comprehensive sexuality education, sexual
orientation, gender identity, and abortion — and
the entire category of sexual and reproductive
rights’® — are “new conceptions of rights.””"”
To erode these standards, they have called on
member states to carry out several strategies at
the UN in recent years. For example, to assert
that international law does not guarantee these
controversial “rights” and to assert that “states
have national sovereignty in these areas.”’'®
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Narrowing the Role of UN Mechanisms
and Mandates

Linked to their attempts at delegitimization,
anti-rights actors also seek to pressure UN
agencies, TMBs and Special Procedures to
narrow and change their focus. For instance,
anti-rights actors will first deceptively frame
rights related to gender, sexuality and
reproduction as ultra vires or outside the
mandate of UN bodies, and then go on to
lobby states to “ensure that UN entities do
not exceed their limited mandates.””"®

They also use the discourse of “new rights”
here — to argue that these mechanisms
are advancing “new” or “false” rights to
pressure them to stop upholding rights for
women, girls, and persons who are gender or
sexually non-conforming in their reports and
communications. In August 2020, forexample,
anti-rights actors attempted to pressure the
UN Working Group on Discrimination Against
Women and Girls on their upcoming report on
women’s and girls’ sexual and reproductive
health and rights in situations of crisis.”® The
Working Group received several submissions
towards this report from regressive actors
seeking to narrow or change its focus. One
such submission from ADF International again
made the deceptive argument that sexual and
reproductive health and rights “have no basis
in international law,” and then attacked the
WGDAW'’s objectivity and impartiality?! on the
basis of their own misleading representation
of international law.
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Regressive actors take a similar approach
in regional spaces - in its manifesto entitled
Restoring the Natural Order,’?> the Agenda
Europe network also urges a strategically
critical approach to multilateral institutions
like the European Court of Human Rights and
the EU’s Fundamental Rights Agency, calling
for the network to “call into question the
legitimacy of statements and decisions that
are not in line with Natural Law.”"23

Blocking and Weakening Language
in Negotiations

Another
actors seek to undermine human

key way in which anti-rights
rights
standards related to gender and sexuality
is to push for deletions and amendments to
intergovernmental resolutions atthe UN. At the
2019 CSW, for instance, Bahrain, the United
States, Malaysia, and the Russian Federation
demanded removal of the word “gender” in
multiple parts of the Agreed Conclusions text.
They also worked to negotiate out references
to comprehensive adolescent sexuality
education, the reaffirmation of the Beijing
Platform for Action, and references to sexual

health and reproductive rights.

In another example, at the 72nd session of
the General Assembly’s Third Committee,
the Africa Group led by Egypt worked in
negotiations to weaken existing commitments
to provide comprehensive sexuality education
to children with language that favoured

parental approval for information.”?
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Anti-rights actors like Family Watch
International have put together and regularly
update a comprehensive UN Resource Guide
that aims to closely guide state delegates
in negotiations. The Resource Guide to UN
Consensus Language on Family Issues™
is over 90 pages long and includes over 85
indexes on negotiating tips and language
recommendations organized thematically,’25
and a section on “standard negotiating
techniques.” The guide and its associated
private database is disseminated and used
in online and in-person trainings for state
delegates and fellow non-state anti-rights
actors. FWI suggests that the techniques in
the guide be “used creatively by delegates in
UN negotiations to affirm and strengthen the
traditional family.”

ANTI-RIGHTS ACTORS PUSH
FOR DELETIONS AND AMENDMENTS

TO INTERGOVERNMENTAL
RESOLUTIONS AT THE UN
The qguide’s recommended negotiating
techniques include to “propose family-

supportive language to modify the meaning
of a potentially harmful provision under
negotiation.” For example, suggesting that
if a resolution provision about CSE is put
forward, the state negotiator respond by
proposing language from the guide’s section
on “education and parents.””?”

It also recommends the common tactic of
citing “national sovereignty”’?® or misleading

references to culture’® or religion™ in
negotiations to bolster state impunity for
human rights violations. It calls for states
to “propose positive language that gives
member states more flexibility in implementing
problematic provisions” by “inserting language
from the guide’s sections on ‘sovereignty’
Amongst

its recommended negotiating techniques, the

and ‘religious and ethical values’.

guide also calls on states to add in language
to “minimize the negative outcomes of UN
agencies or treaty bodies that may overstep
their and to request the
replacement of phrases like “ensure,” “

mandates,””?’
must,”
and “guarantee” with non-mandatory terms.

In another example, after the 2015 Human
Rights Council Resolution on the Rights of
the Child called on states to ensure children’s
access to comprehensive CSE and to sexual
and reproductive health care services, several
states expressed reservations against this
language during HRC resolutions in 2017
and 2018.7%

A related move at the HRC is to first
introduce new resolutions on similar
with strong
language on rights related to gender and

themes to agreements
sexuality, then to exclude any references
to gender and sexuality in these new
resolutions; and finally to argue against
progressive language in other agreements,
citing the new “sanitized” resolution.” For
example, two new resolutions on the theme
of youth and girls’ education were recently
introduced at the Council, one on “youth and
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human rights””** by a core group headed by El
Salvador, and another on girls’ education’* led
by the United Arab Emirates — neither of which
made reference to CSE. The following year in
negotiations on the Child, Early and Forced
Marriage (CEFM) resolution at the HRC, the
Russian Federation argued that the right to
CSE should not be included or referenced in
the resolution, as if this language was to exist
anywhere, it should be in the resolution on
girls’ education.

AN ADDITIONAL MOVE AT THE HRC

IN RECENT YEARS IS FOR STATES TO
SUBMIT HOSTILE AMENDMENTS TO
THE PROPOSED RESOLUTION AFTER IT
HAS BEEN NEGOTIATED, BUT BEFORE
IT HAS BEEN VOTED ON

An additional move at the HRC in recent
years is for states to submit hostile
amendments to the proposed resolution
after it has been negotiated, but before
it has been voted on. For instance, at the
44th session of the Council in July 2020,
the Russian Federation, Egypt, and Saudi
Arabia put forth five proposed amendments
to the resolution on discrimination against
women and girls. Russia called for “girls” to
be deleted from the paragraphs calling for
the full participation of women’s and girls’
rights organizations, feminist groups and
women and girls human rights defenders,”®
and to delete language on “universal access
to evidence-based comprehensive sexuality
education.””®” Egypt called for deletion of the

RIGHTS AT RISK: TIME FOR ACTION Observatc

term “reproductive rights” from the language
on women’s and girls’ right to sexual and
reproductive health,”®® and to the “right to”
bodily autonomy and sexual and reproductive
health. It also called to delete “evidence-
based” reproductive health
information and education, and to restrict
the scope of SRHR to previous outcome
documents.”® Saudi Arabia additionally
called for the deletion of the phrase “sexual
and reproductive health information and
services” from essential health services in the
context of the COVID-19 pandemic.’* All of
these hostile amendments were defeated in

sexual and

the final vote.
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Co-optation - Building a Parallel
Human Rights Framework

“We are carrying out a counter-revolution
in UN social policy.”"

s highlighted in the first OURs human
Arights trends report,’*> an overarching
anti-rights strategy is to build a regressive
parallel human rights framework. The aim
is to work within human rights spaces
not only to undermine progressions and
accountability for violations, but to infiltrate
and reframe human rights standards
themselves so that they promote anti-
rights agendas.

THE AIM IS TO WORK WITHIN HUMAN
RIGHTS SPACES NOT ONLY TO
UNDERMINE PROGRESSIONS AND
ACCOUNTABILITY FOR VIOLATIONS,
BUT TO INFILTRATE AND REFRAME
HUMAN RIGHTS STANDARDS
THEMSELVES SO THAT THEY
PROMOTE ANTI-RIGHTS AGENDAS

This is the corollary to anti-rights attempts
to weaken and block rights related to
gender and sexuality. A goal of “hollowing
out” the system is to lay the groundwork
for the promotion of alternative norms
and standards that validate patriarchal,
hierarchical, discriminatory, and culturally
relativist norms. Anti-rights actors seek to
do this both by co-opting and subverting

existing human rights standards, and

through campaigns to develop and obtain
consensus on ultra-conservative language.
This is linked to ultra-conservative efforts to
redefine rights related to gender and sexuality
as “faux” or “new” rights — which is now being
extended into the project of suggesting a new
set of “unalienable rights,” as promoted by a
dedicated commission in the United States.”?
A key objective of this move is to undermine
the universality of rights’** and push for
a redefined framework that ultimately
argues that not everyone is worthy of
human rights, and that discrimination and
violence against some is acceptable.

Regressive movements have been explicit
about their parallel framework scheme in a
number of documents and trainings - and
indeed it is a key reason why the Holy See
and others have increasingly shifted to
appropriating rights language.”® For instance,
in its manifesto, Agenda Europe recommends
that members of its network “use the weapons
of our opponents and turn them against
them,”7#¢ and “turn our opponents’ discourse
against themselves.””#"

They go on to state:

“It therefore seems to be a much better
strategy to use all those words, including
neologisms such as ‘reproductive
rights’...[i]f this is done consistently, we
might even succeed in ‘contaminating’...
the vocabulary that our opponents have
crafted, so that they cannot use them
anymore. If, for example, a sufficient
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number of governments clearly state that
‘reproductive rights’ means that anybody
has the right to reproduce, but that they
do not imply any right to have access

to abortion or...contraception, then all
existing references to this term could be
used in our favour.”74®

Proposed Regressive “Rights”

Anti-rights actors have recently promoted the
reframing of the right to life as anti-abortion,
“the family’s” right to protection, and “parental
rights.” In each of these attempts, regressive
movements seek to embed their discourses
into human rights standards.

As discussed in the first OURs human rights
trends report, a number of anti-rights actors
have sought to appropriate the right to life
in service of their anti-abortion mission.”®
The Vatican and allied Christian Right
organizations have been attempting to insert
their doctrinal caveat that human life begins at
the moment of conception into the right. They
argue that the right to life therefore prohibits
abortion and/or some forms of contraception
— whereas the UN Human Rights Committee
has repeatedly reaffirmed that the right to life
begins at birth.”°

Yet anti-rights actors continue to try to co-
opt this right towards their agenda. For
instance, in its 2020 submission to the UN
Working Group on discrimination against
women and girls, C-Fam”' and Family Watch
International™® again misleadingly referred

RIGHTS AT RISK: TIME FOR ACTION Observatc

to “the right to life of children in the womb.”
Similarly, ultraconservative movements have
sought to embed into international law other
anti-rights discourses including “protection of
the family”75® and “parental rights.”7

Declarative Texts

Drafting declarative texts is a key part of
the strategy of building a parallel human
rights framework. These texts pose as soft
human rights or a persuasive encapsulation
their
“institutional” appearance and weight as

of existing standards. To boost
advocacy and lobbying tools, anti-rights
actors look to broadly disseminate these
declarative texts and gather sign-ons from
multiple civil society and state actors.

DECLARATIVE TEXTS POSE AS SOFT
HUMAN RIGHTS OR A PERSUASIVE
ENCAPSULATION OF EXISTING
STANDARDS

The first edition of this report highlighted
several such declarative texts,”*® including the
Declaration on Rights of Children and their
Families, the Family Articles, the World
Family Declaration, the Declaration on
the Rights of the Family, the Decalogue of
Commitments for Human Dignity and the
Common Good, and the San Jose Articles.
More recently, a number of ultra-
conservative actors have developed and

began to rally around another text: the
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Geneva Statement.’*® First launched in
2018 around the 70th anniversary of the
Universal Declaration of Human Rights, the
statement retreads a number of anti-rights
moves highlighted above. Echoing the
misleading “new rights” tactic, the statement
argues that, “the UDHR must not be used
to advance newly claimed rights that do not
enjoy international agreement.””’

It then goes on to state:

“We call for a renewed attention from

the UN and its Member States to the
core human rights that currently are
threatened internationally, beginning

with the right to life. People in all stages
of life and in all regions of the world are
increasingly vulnerable to assaults on this
foundational right. Respect for human
life, from conception to a natural death,

is the indisputable corollary of respect for
human dignity.”7%®

The Geneva Statement also claims that the
“principle of self-determination guarantees
the right of every nation to inform its approach
to human rights according to its own national
tradition.” It goes on to argue for “protection
of the family,” to privilege heteronormative
forms of family, and for “parental rights.””%®

ADF launched this statement, along with allies,
during their “I’'m Human, Right?” campaign
with a drive for signatures. In one call for
endorsement, they stated, “through a new
and exciting global campaign, we’re hoping

more countries will...uphold conscience
protections for medical professionals,” and
that individuals could “help defend the right
to life by signing”’®® the statement. C-Fam
has been lobbying state representatives
— including in Brazil, Indonesia, Uganda,
Hungary, the Democratic Republic of Congo,
and Paraguay - to sign the statement. ADF
International claims that people from more
than 165 countries have signed it.

THE GENEVA CONSENSUS
REPRESENTS THE CONTINUED
USE OF DECLARATIVE TEXTS TO
UNDERMINE THE UNIVERSALITY
OF RIGHTS, AS WELL AS THE
CURRENT SHAPE OF ALLIED
ANTI-RIGHTS GOVERNMENTS
GLOBALLY

More recently, in 2020, the Geneva Consensus
was launched by co-sponsors Brazil, Hungary,
the US, Egypt, Indonesia, and Uganda.’ This
declarative text gained more prominence in
October 2020 when 32 countries signed on,
following lobbying and publicity efforts of the
US government.”®2 The document denies the
right to abortion and states that there is no
international obligation for states to “finance
or facilitate abortion.”’®® |t also states that
children need special safeguards and care
“before as well as after birth” and that “the
family is the natural and fundamental group
unit of society and is entitled to protection by
society and the State.””®* The co-sponsors’
efforts were considered by many to have
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been less than successful in terms of the
number of signatories garnered, and the text
was met with opposition from civil society in
the different countries.”®® Nevertheless, the
document represents the continued use of
declarative texts to undermine the universality
of rights, as well as the current shape of allied
anti-rights governments globally.
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Holding Governments Accountable

What is the overall position of your state representative
in the Human Rights Council, the General Assembly or
other human rights mechanisms? Do they have different
positions on different issues (eg. support LGBTQI rights
but condemn abortion). Which issues do they prioritize
and which do they sideline?

Have feminist movements in your country engaged in
these processes?

How do feminist and social justice movements hold
governments accountable for their positions at international
and regional human rights systems around bodily autonomy
and rights related to gender and sexuality? What have you

done right, and what are the areas to strengthen?

We want to hear what you found out!

Please share your reflections with us at rightsatrisk@awid.org
or via OURs members’ social media platforms using
#RightsAtRisk
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Resources

There are a number of databases to help you find out your
government’s position in the international human rights system,

listed below. Consult your local feminist and human rights

organizations for additional sources and information.

Universal Rights Group’s voting portal tracks countries’ votes on
resolutions when they are Council members.
https://www.universal-rights.org/country-voting-history-portal/

Universal Rights Group’s YourHRC portal has a summary overview
for each country, including which resolutions they led on, how much
they participate in discussions, their joint statements, etc.
https://yourhrc.org/interactive-map/

Sexual Rights Initiative (SRI)’s Universal Periodic Review (UPR)
sexual rights database allows you to search all sexual rights related
recommendations and references made during the Universal Periodic
Review of states.

https://www.uprdatabase.org/recommendations

Plan International Girls’ rights database includes the most recent
documents from more than 15 human rights bodies.
https://database.qgirlsrightsplatform.org/
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Yes, they are strong, but so are we!

Mapping our Tactics and Strategies

The focus of this report is to map how anti-rights actors work and the amount of power
and resources they have. However, feminist movements around the world have also been
building strategies and tactics to advance our agendas. In fact, many anti-rights strategies
and tactics have been inspired by us! This exercise is for you to identify, name and celebrate
some of our own strategies.

This report and the first OURs Trends Report Rights at Risk outline different tactics used by
anti-rights actors. Let’s map those used by feminist movements.

Instructions:

1. Divide participants into small groups.

2. Give each group flip charts, each with the name of one of the tactics used
by anti-rights actors.

Campaigns and mobilization, Spectacle & shock tactics, Media engagement,
Trainings, Grants, Engagement at the UN and other multilateral spaces,
Coordination and links with other actors, Strategic litigation,

Lobbying and model legislation, Civil society training of UN delegates.

Using different colours, groups will complete the flip charts, reflecting:

* How feminist movements have used these tactics successfully?
« What should we do better?

* Who has been using (leading and/or engaging with) this tactic in your context?
* Who is still missing?

3. In plenary, each group shares their work with the others, offering some time for
complementing and collective reflections.
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If you are in a virtual meeting: you can do the same exercise using breakout rooms and
platforms that allow co-creating these kinds of maps, like padlet, mentimeter or jamboard.

Alternative — Music Ball Game:

If you are in an in-person meeting and you want to bring more playfulness to this exercise,

try this game.

Prep work: Write the names of the different Tactics (described in the previous exercise) on
small pieces of paper, and put them in a bag.

Tip: As an alternative to sound, you could use light, such as a spotlight that you turn on
and off.

Instructions

1. All the participants gather in a circle
2. Turn the music on, and ask participants to start passing the ball to the person at their left

3. When the music stops, the participant with the ball picks a paper from the bag and
responds: “How has the feminist movement in your context used X tactic to
advocate for bodily autonomy/sexual rights/the universality of rights? What could
be done better?”

4. Offer time for the group to complement the response

5. Turn on the music, and start again!

We want to hear what you found out!

Please share your reflections with us at rightsatrisk@awid.org

or via OURs members’ social media platforms using
#RightsAtRisk
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