
262

Human Rights Education in Asia-Pacific: A Brief Review

Jefferson R. Plantilla

The United Nations in 1948 called on “every individual and every 
organ of society” to “strive by teaching and education to promote 
respect for [the] rights and freedoms” laid out by the Universal 

Declaration of Human Rights (udhr). This call provided the basic founda-
tion of human rights education as a major field of human rights work, and 
of the commitment of peoples and governments everywhere to undertake 
the task. 

For a period of sixty years, so many initiatives have come and gone. 
Some have resulted in formal statements of governments reiterating their 
commitment to fulfill the call of the udhr while many other initiatives 
are ground-level efforts to make human rights known and also realized. 
Nevertheless, there are many more tasks to do, and many issues to resolve 
in fulfilling the udhr call.

Reiterating the Commitment

In 1968 in Tehran, member-states of the United Nations attending the first 
major global human rights conference since the end of the Second World 
War listed as the first of their solemn proclamations the following:

1. It is imperative that the members of the international 
community fulfil their solemn obligations to promote and en-
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courage respect for human rights and fundamental freedoms for 
all without distinctions of any kind such as race, colour, sex, lan-
guage, religion, political or other opinions.

This is the first major reminder to the member-states of the United 
Nations about their human rights education commitment, yet to be fulfilled 
twenty years after the udhr has been adopted. 

In 1982 in Colombo, in the first Asia-Pacific regional seminar on human 
rights, all represented Asia-Pacific member-states of the United Nations 
though unable to agree on the establishment of an Asia-Pacific human rights 
mechanism “agreed that consultative arrangements could be established in 
various areas such as education, teaching, training, research, documenta-
tion, dissemination of information and exchanges of experience.”1 There 
was still much reluctance to create a regional mechanism for human rights 
protection in the Asia-Pacific, thirty-four years since the adoption of the 
udhr. However, the promotion of human rights at the regional level was 
recognized as an acceptable task (as well as need) by the member-states of 
the United Nations in Asia-Pacific. 

In 1993 in Bangkok, an even bigger number of Asia-Pacific member-
states of the United Nations recognized that the “promotion of human 
rights should be encouraged by cooperation and consensus,” and stressed 
the “importance of education and training in human rights at the national, 
regional and international levels and the need for international cooperation 
aimed at overcoming the lack of public awareness of human rights.” In this 
regional conference, they further reiterated the need to “explore ways to 
generate international cooperation and financial support for education and 
training in the field of human rights at the national level and for the estab-
lishment of national infrastructures to promote and protect human rights if 
requested by States.”2

Started in 1990 in Manila as a mechanism to discuss the suggested es-
tablishment of a regional human rights mechanism in the Asia-Pacific, the 
United-Nations-initiated regional workshops evolved into workshops on 
regional cooperation on human rights.3 In 1993 in Jakarta, the Asia-Pacific 
member-states defined the objectives of the regional workshop, including 
the following:

To increase awareness among countries in the region of in-
ternational human rights standards and procedures and of the 
role of States in implementing human rights norms.
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Its so-called Tehran Framework (1998)4 identifies human rights educa-
tion as one of the four pillars of regional cooperation.5 In each workshop, 
the represented Asian governments reiterated their commitment to human 
rights education.6 

Subregional inter-governmental formations, particularly the South 
Asian Association for Regional Cooperation (saarc), the Association of 
Southeast Asian Nations (asean) and the Pacific Islands Forum adopted 
their respective human-rights-related documents that support human rights 
education.7 Most of these documents were adopted during the 2002-2005 
period. Asean has the most advanced subregional human rights document 
that covers the establishment of the asean Intergovernmental Commission 
on Human Rights, which has a strong human rights promotion mandate.8 

Representatives of human rights organizations, members of the aca-
deme, and government officials have likewise held regional activities on hu-
man rights education from mid-1990s till recently. They defined the content 
of human rights education, the requirements for its promotion, the primary 
beneficiaries, the mechanisms and the supporting institutions.9 They repre-
sent both ideas about and experiences in making human rights education a 
reality in the region.

The declarations of Asian states reiterated the 1948 pledge and made 
human rights education an important part of their human rights commit-
ment. They raised the expectation that they would play an active role in it at 
the national level. Did they fulfill their commitment?

People’s Initiatives

Compelled to address situations of injustice and oppression in the three de-
cades from 1948, non-governmental institutions undertook much of what 
would now be called human rights education. They invariably tried to en-
able communities to take action on their problems.

Many educational initiatives from the 1960s to the 1980s included hu-
man rights as content but were known by names other than human rights 
education. This indicates the variety of educational interventions to address 
particular issues, peoples and systems.10 The community conscientization, 
animation/organizing and mobilization programs of ngos for the rural and 
urban poor have been including human rights. Many development-oriented 
organizations undertook the task of addressing problems faced by the poor, 
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and of creating systems toward people-centered development. The so-called 
social development organizations, with community animation/organizing 
as main program, fall under this category.

Democracy education among the youth in the 1960s and 1970s was 
much sought in the context of the then prevailing repressive and authoritar-
ian governments in a number of Asian countries. Beyond the idealism on 
the part of the youth, democracy education was needed to protect the right 
of people to participate in their own government as much as to ensure that 
non-violent protest and dissent were recognized by governments as legiti-
mate acts of people. 

Among the legal professionals, legal education was a tool to counter 
human rights violations committed by members of the police and military 
forces at a time when “national security” became the excuse for repression 
and authoritarian rule.11 Legal education became a tool to counter massive 
violations of civil and political rights during the era of “emergency rule,” 
“constitutional authoritarianism,” and “guided democracy.” It was also an 
important tool for socio-economic change by empowering poor communi-
ties on the use of law. Paralegal training became a popular form of develop-
ing capacity among ngos in South and Southeast Asian countries to avoid 
arbitrary arrest, illegal detention, torture, and other human rights violations 
as much as to facilitate community empowerment. 

Social action programs that included education of the workers, the 
urban poor and other marginalized sectors for their empowerment likely 
covered human rights. Social action programs of religious groups (mainly 
Christian organizations) are important examples in this regard.

Popular culture played a role in the informal and non-formal modes 
of human rights education. Traditional or old plays, poems and songs were 
used to express ideas to the community. They spoke of national freedom, 
social justice, community welfare and also personal tragedies and hopes. 
As much as they were used in educational activities, popular songs on ordi-
nary aspects of life were important icebreakers and intermission numbers 
while traditional protest songs constituted valuable discussion materials. A 
number of non-governmental organizations collected these songs as part of 
training materials.12 As explained by a study on the role of popular music in 
politics in Southeast Asia:13

Music was always a social tool in many traditional and colo-
nized societies of the region (e.g., the Indonesian wayang kulit 
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and the Malay bangsawans), playing a crucial role in fostering 
community cohesion while promulgating values and spreading 
information.

Traditional songs and other cultural forms were used during the turbu-
lent period from 1960s to 1980s in raising awareness and taking action on 
social issues including human rights violations.

In schools, teachers took the initiative of teaching about human rights. 
The earliest initiative of teachers took place in the 1950s with the Japanese 
teachers starting to work on discriminated Japanese called Burakumin.14 
The teachers realized the need for both Buraku and non-Buraku students to 
not merely enjoy their right to education but also to understand the mean-
ing and effect of discrimination. This started the anti-discrimination educa-
tion (known later on as Dowa education) in Japan.15 The repressive govern-
ment in South Korea in the 1960s through the 1980s led the Korean teachers 
to promote democracy education to make the students become aware of 
the problems (including human rights violations) under an authoritarian 
rule and to act towards a more democratic political system.16 Some Filipino 
teachers in the 1970s and 1980s promoted an “educational response to op-
pression”17 (during the period of Martial Law in the Philippines) and held 
consultations and seminars for teachers on various topics including human 
rights education. 

The Sri Lanka Foundation started in 1983 a human rights education 
program for Sri Lankan schools, one of the first government-sanctioned 
programs of this kind in Asia. In the Philippines, the University of the 
Philippines’ Law Center started in the 1980s to train teachers on human 
rights and published lesson plans on human rights.18

1990s Onward

The 1990s witnessed significant developments in the field of human rights 
in general that made an impact on human rights education at the national 
and regional levels. 

During this decade, the recognition of educational initiatives with hu-
man rights content broadened. The 1993 parallel non-governmental confer-
ence on human rights in Bangkok, on the occasion of the Regional Meeting 
for Asia of the World Conference on Human Rights, provided the venue 
for a variety of ngos working on educational programs that covered vari-
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ous sectors (such as women, indigenous peoples, children, workers, urban 
poor, peasants, fisherfolk, youth, lesbians/gays/bisexuals/transgenders), and 
issues (development, environment, culture, discrimination, civil and politi-
cal rights) to meet under a broad human rights theme.19 The participation of 
varied types of ngos indicated the broadening during the 1990s of the con-
cept of human rights work, from civil-political-rights focus to economic-
social-cultural-rights agenda. Thus also the concept of human rights educa-
tion became broader to cover the wide variety of educational initiatives of 
ngos.

New human rights education initiatives (focusing on particular human 
rights) supplemented the human-rights-related educational initiatives that 
started prior to the 1990s and continued at the national and community 
levels.20

During the 1990s, some legal services organizations decided to be in-
volved in human rights education in schools. They saw the limitation of 
“firefighting” (legal assistance activities) and the need to do education work 
in the school system. Madaripur Legal Aid Association and Ain o Salish 
Kendro in Bangladesh, the Movement for the Defense of Democratic Rights 
and the Lawyers for Human Rights and Development in Sri Lanka, People’s 
Watch-Tamil Nadu in India,21 and the Union for Civil Liberties in Thailand 
are good examples of such legal services organizations involved in school 
programs. They train teachers, develop teaching materials, and hold other 
school-related human rights education activities.

The series of global conferences in the 1990s on human rights, women, 
population, habitat, environment and development gave the ngos the op-
portunity to pressure the governments to consider human rights education 
as a significant component in addressing the problems taken up in the global 
conferences.

The idea of a United Nations Decade for Human Rights Education was 
well supported by the Asia-Pacific ngos by calling upon the United Nations 
to declare a “People’s Decade of Human Rights Education”22 or the “World 
Decade for Human Rights Education.”23 They supported the implementation 
of the United Nations Decade for Human Rights Education that the United 
Nations General Assembly adopted in December 1994. This United Nations 
Decade became a platform for Asia-Pacific ngos to pressure governments 
to fulfill their commitment not only in Vienna but also in Beijing, Istanbul, 
Cairo, and Rio de Janeiro.
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In support of the United Nations Decade for Human Rights Education, 
several Asia-Pacific governments adopted their respective national action 
plans on human education. Some countries adopted “National Action Plan 
on Human Rights” with human rights education components.24 

Most of these governments implemented their human rights or human 
rights education plans through their ministries of justice and education. The 
latest national human rights action plan was adopted by China in 2009 with 
the State Council and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs as the major govern-
ment agencies involved.25 

“Third and Fourth” Players

Prior to the 1991 United-Nations-sponsored conference in Paris on national 
human rights institutions (national institutions), the Pacific had two nation-
al institutions (New Zealand and Australia) while Asia had at least one such 
institution in the Philippines in the 1980s. The Philippine national institu-
tion was established with a constitutional mandate to establish “a continuing 
program of research, education, and information to enhance respect for the 
primacy of human rights.”26 This constitutional provision reflected a stan-
dard role for national institutions in the field of human rights education. By 
2009, Asia-Pacific had nineteen national institutions.

A number of Asia-Pacific national institutions drew up plans for human 
rights education, some of them were called “strategic plans,” that should 
have provided at least a guide in developing national human rights educa-
tion programs, or complemented laws and national action plans on human 
rights or human rights education.27 These plans are separate from plans of 
special institutions for women, children and other sectors. These special in-
stitutions also play a role in human rights education. 

Another category of human rights institutions is the human rights cen-
ter. There are around two hundred human rights centers28 now existing in 
more than twenty countries in Asia-Pacific.29 Over all, these centers are do-
ing significant amount of work in their respective fields of interest. They 
have accumulated an enormous amount of published research work, other 
human rights materials, and systems for information dissemination. They 
also produce human rights education materials, hold seminars and work-
shops, and provide needed information for ngos, national human rights 
institutions, relevant government agencies and the general public. But their 
activities are largely unknown beyond national borders or networks. This 
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limits the dissemination to, and use of research output by, a much wider 
audience. 

They support human rights education in the school system. The Centre 
for the Study of Human Rights of the University of Colombo, for example, 
has been implementing for many years human rights education programs in 
a number of schools in Sri Lanka. It has been working with Sri Lankan ngos 
and other institutions. 

A regional office of the Philippine Commission on Human Rights helped 
establish centers for human rights education in local colleges and universi-
ties. These centers function as resource centers on human rights education 
not only for the members of their respective academic communities but also 
for people in the city or province (with the cooperation of government agen-
cies and ngos in the area) where they are located.30

The national institutions and human rights centers in Asia-Pacific con-
stitute the third and fourth major players respectively in the field of human 
rights in general and human rights education in particular. Governments 
carry the state obligation to fulfill international human rights commitment, 
while ngos provide an important medium of addressing and expressing 
people’s demand for the protection and realization of their human rights. 
There is a growing trend of cooperation among these four major human 
rights players (national institutions, human rights centers, ngos and gov-
ernments), particularly on human rights education.

The national institutions, human rights centers, ngos and also govern-
ments have by and large undertaken human rights training for members of 
the police and military forces. The National Human Rights Commission of 
India has been providing training courses on human rights in police acade-
mies in various states of the country. The Philippine Commission on Human 
Rights produced the Philippine Army Soldier’s Handbook on Human Rights 
and International Humanitarian Law and also engages in training the mem-
bers of the police and military. The Centre for the Study of Human Rights 
(University of Colombo) has been implementing separate programs for 
members of the Sri Lankan police and military, while ngos (in cooperation 
with human rights centers) such as the Benigno S. Aquino, Jr. Foundation 
in the Philippines and the Commonwealth Human Rights Initiative (chri) 
in India have been doing the same. Some initiatives on police and military 
training on human rights have been held with the support of institutions 
outside the region.
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Newer initiatives

Human rights education initiatives at the tertiary and higher level of edu-
cation have been developing in the region since the 1980s. The University 
Grants Commission (UGC) of India has been implementing its 1985 human 
rights education blueprint that contained 31

proposals for restructuring of existing syllabi, and introduction 
of new courses and/or foundation courses in Human Rights. 
This was for students of all faculties at the under-graduate, grad-
uate and post-graduate levels for both professional and non-
professional education.

This is a good example of a state-sponsored program (with a funding 
component) on the teaching of human rights at the tertiary and higher 
levels. This is likely a major reason for the introduction of human rights 
courses in many Indian universities.32 Universities in other countries in the 
Asia-Pacific also offer undergraduate, graduate and post-graduate human 
rights courses. Some law school curriculums33 include human rights sub-
jects; while some universities offer masteral programs and diploma courses 
on human rights for government officers and other professionals. A few uni-
versities in the Asia-Pacific offer masteral programs and diploma courses 
on human rights. Some universities offer international graduate courses. 
Mahidol University in Thailand offers the “only PhD program of its kind in 
Asia [PhD in Human Rights and Peace Studies (International Program)], 
while the MA [MA in Human Rights (International Program)] is the longest 
running graduate degree program in human rights in Asia.”34 The Faculty 
of Law of the University of Hong Kong also offers a masteral program on 
human rights targeting Asian students. The Center for the Study of Human 
Rights in the University of Colombo is planning to offer an Asia-Pacific mas-
ters program on human rights and democratization by 2010.35

With the support of European human rights centers (particularly the 
Raoul Wallenberg Institute and the Danish Institute for Human Rights), a 
growing number of universities in China are offering graduate courses on 
human rights. The European human rights centers also support human 
rights training of Chinese judges, lawyers, prosecutors and government 
officials.

The expansion of human rights work continues with the adoption of 
new international human rights instruments, the incorporation of human 
rights into issue-based or sector-based programs, and the strengthening of 
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movements of specific groups. The taking into effect of the Convention on 
the Rights of Persons with Disabilities led to the growth of regional network-
ing among groups working on this issue, with a new perspective of using the 
rights-based approach in their programming. Training programs have been 
developed that focus on how people with disabilities would be able to lead 
normal lives, realizing their human rights in the process.36

National and regional movements against trafficking in human beings 
brought together the protection and promotion efforts of governments, 
ngos and international organizations. 

The movement of people living with hiv/aids (plwha) has grown in 
recent years at both national and regional levels. The movement has been 
focusing on the right of plwha against discrimination, particularly in the 
health service area. 

The movement for the promotion and protection of the rights of les-
bians, gays, bisexuals and transgenders is getting stronger, and offers a de-
veloping area for human rights education. The Yogyakarta Principles on 
the Application of International Human Rights Law in relation to Sexual 
Orientation and Gender Identity (2006), formulated by a group of human 
rights experts, provides “a universal guide to human rights which affirm 
binding international legal standards with which all States must comply.” 
This is a new material for human rights education as well.37

The networking among Asian media practitioners provides support to 
those who are facing threats of human rights violation, and also supports 
the protection of the freedom of the media from state censorship.

The use of the new information and communication technology for hu-
man rights education has started. Websites of various types of institutions 
provide human rights information, while some have been created specifi-
cally for human rights education purposes. The following are examples of 
the latter: 

a. The Asian Human Rights Commission website (www.hrschool.org) 
called Human Rights School provides teaching modules on human rights;

b. The Asia-Pacific Human Rights Information Center website (www.
hurights.or.jp) contains information and materials related to human rights 
education (especially for schools).

The Asian Regional Resource Center for Human Rights Education 
(arrc) website (www.arrc-hre.com) contains directories of groups in Asia 
and the Pacific related to human rights education work, a catalogue of exist-
ing materials on all types of human rights education activities and programs, 
and materials arrc has produced. It is however not in operation at present.
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The websites of some Asia-Pacific national institutions and human 
rights centers likewise provide human rights education materials.

Cooperation between Asia-Pacific governments and international or-
ganizations including United-Nations agencies on human and drug traf-
ficking, HIV/AIDS, child rights, migrant workers, women’s rights, environ-
ment, etc. creates opportunities for the development of more human rights 
education programs not only for the “victims” but also for the government 
officials who have to work on the issues.38 

Regional Efforts39

With the experience on working for the protection of human rights under an 
authoritarian government in the 1970s to 1980s, a leading human rights or-
ganization in the Philippines initiated a training program for human rights 
workers in Asia. The Free Legal Assistance Group (flag) established the 
annual International Training Program on Legal Aid and Human Rights in 
1987, designed to “train Asian and African lawyers and paralegals to render 
effective legal aid using the Philippines as an example.”40

The 1990s brought more regional training opportunities with the estab-
lishment of the Diplomacy Training Programme (dtp) focusing on “people’s 
diplomacy”, and the South Asia Forum for Human Rights (safhr) address-
ing human rights and peace issues, among others.41 

The mainly ngo regional programs generally fall under the following 
categories:42

Capacity-building for grassroots communities

The Asian Coalition on Housing Rights (achr), a broad regional coalition of 
ngos, community-based organizations and individuals, promotes exchange 
of information and experiences on housing conditions and helps develop al-
ternatives to eviction. It holds training workshops on capacity building (fo-
cusing on community organizing and survey of housing rights situation) for 
members of grassroots communities. It also organizes exchange visits for 
young students such as those taking engineering, medical and law courses 
in order to relate technical science to social realities. It advocates for educa-
tional curriculum change to include the housing rights issue. 
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General study course on human rights

The Asian Forum on Human Rights and Development (forum Asia), a 
regional membership organization, held a series of regional and national 
workshops on fact-finding and documentation in the 1990s. It holds work-
shops on economic, social and cultural rights. It started an annual human 
rights study session, which takes up general human rights course for ngo 
workers in Asia.

Seminars for journalists and judges

The Asian Human Rights Commission (ahrc), though mainly focused on 
mobilizing international public opinion on human rights issues, has been 
undertaking training activities. It holds seminars for journalists and judges.

Teacher training and teaching material development

The regional human rights education activities of hurights osaka, a lo-
cal institution supported by the local governments and the social move-
ment in Osaka, have concentrated since 1997 on the school system. It un-
dertakes research and publishes experiences on human rights education in 
the school systems in the region.43  It holds occasional training activities for 
schoolteachers and other educators, and develops human rights teaching 
materials.

The Asia-Pacific Center for Education on International Understanding 
(apceiu), established by the Korean National Commission for unesco has 
been focusing on teacher training and the development of teaching mate-
rial. It holds training workshops for Asia-Pacific teachers dwelling on peace, 
environment, sustainable development and human rights issues.

The Asia-Pacific Network for International Education and Values 
Education (apnieve), a network of educators, produces values education 
sourcebooks for teacher education and tertiary level education. The source-
books cover human rights.

Training on women’s issues

The Asia-Pacific Forum on Women, Law and Development (apwld), a net-
work of non-governmental organizations in the region working on issues 
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of women and law, focuses on legal literacy for women’s rights advocates. 
Its programs promote the importance of law and feminist perspective in 
the women’s struggle for change. Its Beyond Law program examines various 
strategies in using law to protect and promote women’s rights. Its program 
on Feminist Legal Theory and Practice focuses on law reform and litigation. 
It holds regional- and national-level training activities.

The Coalition Against Trafficking in Women Asia-Pacific (catwap) 
has launched a Human Rights Documentation Training on Violence 
Against Women (in partnership with Human Rights Information and 
Documentation Systems or huridocs) to develop tools for documentation 
and information handling for human rights advocacy. It has national and 
regional training activities. It also supports national-level training for ngos 
and urban poor communities on the issue of trafficking of women.

The Global Alliance Against Trafficking in Women (gaatw), an in-
ternational organization based in Bangkok, provides training on Feminist 
Participatory Action Research methodology and on the use of human rights 
framework in dealing with trafficking in women issues.

The Center for Asia-Pacific Women in Politics (capwip) develops 
modules and training programs for women's leadership and responsible 
citizenship based on the framework of transformative politics, conducts 
trainers' training for women's political empowerment and transformative 
politics. It offers three programs: a) Empowering Women for Transformative 
Leadership and Citizenship, b) Women in Politics Seminars, and c) Asian-
Pacific Leadership Training Institute.

The Committee for Asian Women (caw) offers its Women Workers’ 
Leadership Training and Education Program, which builds women work-
ers’ leadership capacity on national, regional and global issues towards the 
strengthening of women workers’ movements in Asia.

Training on children’s issues

The Child Workers Asia (cwa), a regional network of grassroots organiza-
tions involved in the working children issue, provides a forum for sharing ex-
periences among these organizations. Through field visits, it tries to expand 
the knowledge base of these organizations on human rights and strengthen 
their campaign programs. The month-long field visits involve groups from 
Thailand, Indonesia, Malaysia, the Philippines, Vietnam, India and Nepal. It 
also holds regional and national seminars and workshops.
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The End Child Prostitution, Child Pornography and Trafficking in 
Children (ecpat), an international network of organizations with the sec-
retariat based in Asia, engages in activities that build awareness on child 
prostitution. It supports the activities of its national contact organizations 
in twenty-five countries worldwide through information dissemination. It 
holds capacity-building activities on child protection measures, and offers 
training for the police on handling cases of victimized children.

Training on the use of the United Nations human rights mechanisms

The Diplomacy Training Programme (dtp), one of the oldest training in-
stitutions in the region (based in the University of New South Wales, 
Australia), holds the Annual Training Course on human rights for ngo 
workers. Its training curriculum includes Various Frameworks of Analysis of 
Human Rights Issues (includes review of International Human Rights Law, 
International Humanitarian Law, human rights instruments and mecha-
nisms, and current debates in human rights movements), Peace-Building 
and Resolution of Conflict and other Strategies in Human Rights Work, 
Socio-Economic Crisis and Strengthening Peoples' Movement for Social 
Change, Skills in Peoples' Diplomacy and Tools of Human Rights Education. 
Field visits are also part of the activities.

The Forum Asia annual training program also deals with the study of 
the UN human rights mechanisms.

Training on migrant workers issues

Several organizations hold regional training on migrant workers issues. 
Equitas (formerly the Canadian Human Rights Foundation) held (in co-
operation with organizations in the region) workshops for Asian labor at-
taches, the Asia Monitor Resource Center (amrc) has internship program 
for Asian labor organizers and activists on documentation and information 
management, research, publication and project- or issue-based programs.

Complementing, and in many cases in cooperation with, the ngos are 
the human rights education programs of the national human rights institu-
tions.44 They are generally good in initiating dialogues with governments 
on the development of human rights education programs for government 
personnel, the members of the police and military, prison officials, and 
public school teachers. They have also produced human rights teaching/
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learning materials on various issues. To further develop their human rights 
education programs, they send their personnel to the training programs 
organized by ngos such as the Equitas (formerly the Canadian Human 
Rights Foundation)45 and the Asia-Pacific Forum of National Human Rights 
Institutions (apf).46

Training on domestic laws

In addition to ngos doing training on human rights and domestic laws such 
as apwld, there is also a regional initiative on legal education in general. The 
Pacific Regional Rights Resource Team (rrrt) runs training workshops for 
Community Paralegals, the judiciary, lawyers, medical practitioners, teach-
ers and police on human rights and gender equality issues, community-
based women and men on their legal rights, government departments and 
personnel on human rights issues and the Convention on the Elimination of 
All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (cedaw).

Training for staff and members of national human rights institutions

Apf offers training programs and capacity-building projects to help increase 
the capacities of the staff and members of national human rights institu-
tions in carrying out their “core functions of investigating and resolving 
complaints, reviewing laws and policies and undertaking human rights edu-
cation programs.” 

Moving Forward

The existence of so many human rights education initiatives will not resolve 
all human rights problems or lead to full understanding, exercise, protection 
and realization of human rights of all peoples, especially the poor and the 
marginalized. There will always be a need for continuing assessment and 
planning on how to move the efforts to reach more people, affect more in-
stitutions particularly those of the government, and contribute more to the 
resolution of deeply entrenched and longstanding human rights problems.

Many of the good initiatives were project-based and thus had limited 
duration and impact. Many government programs suffer from changing 
government policies as well as inadequate personnel and budgetary support. 
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The 2009 national consultation on human rights in Australia provides a 
sobering reminder that there is no room for complacency. The human rights 
education work is never done. 

The documents of the national consultation explain the existence of a 
number of measures in Australia that promote human rights:

A human rights culture in Australia is encouraged in a num-
ber of ways including:

•	 through the Australian Human Rights Commission 
(formerly known as the Human Rights and Equal 
Opportunity Commission) which plays a key role in 
providing human rights education in Australia and pro-
moting awareness of, and respect for, human rights in 
the community. This includes an emphasis on human 
rights education programs in our schools

•	 a strong human rights non-government organisation 
sector which has a role in advocating for human rights 
and educating the community about human rights pro-
grams and protections available to them

•	 a ‘Civics and Citizenship’ education program which 
promotes school students’ participation in Australia’s 
democracy by equipping them with the knowledge, 
skills and values of active and informed citizenship. 
The program develops knowledge and understanding 
of Australia’s democratic heritage and traditions, its 
political and legal institutions and the shared values of 
freedom, tolerance, respect, responsibility and inclu-
sion, and 

•	 internationally, by engaging in bilateral human rights 
dialogue, and through our Australian aid program 
which contributes to the advancement of human rights 
through its focus on poverty reduction and sustainable 
development. 

But there was a recognition that these were not enough and thus a na-
tional consultation was deemed necessary to get the view of the people in 
deciding how Australia could further protect and promote human rights. 
The Australian government through the Attorney-General’s Department 
supported the National Human Rights Consultation to ask people about the 
following questions:47

•	 which human rights (including corresponding responsibilities) 
should be protected and promoted?
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•	 are these human rights currently sufficiently protected and 
promoted?

•	 how could Australia better protect and promote human rights?

People sent submissions or attended community roundtables that were 
held throughout “regional and remote Australia, as well as… major cities.” 
This consultation process was not merely an exercise of the right to take part 
in the affairs of society but an educational activity as well. The public sub-
missions, public hearings/community roundtables were important means 
by which people could think about, debate and learn human rights in their 
most practical sense.

On the other hand, the Philippine government’s 2008 operation plans 
for a rights-based approach to policymaking, planning and program imple-
mentation (Human Rights Agenda 249) has been described as “evolving” 
to stress the need to update and revise them based on the “current human 
rights situation.” Human Rights Agenda 249 likewise supports the necessity 
of continuing evaluation of the adequacy of existing efforts to address hu-
man rights problems. 

Moving human rights education forward requires a serious assessment 
of the experiences, rich and laudable as they are, in relation to the widening 
field of human rights as well as to the persisting human rights issues that 
every society in Asia and the Pacific has to contend with.

No institution can claim to have fully achieved the goals of human 
rights education in line with the call of the udhr. There is a wide space to 
work on in terms of reaching more people, taking on more issues, creating 
synergies among institutions involved, and learning from the experiences so 
far obtained.

But we certainly need to have the primary duty bearers, the UN mem-
ber-states, to take more active role in heeding the call of the udhr. We are 
also very much aware that while we celebrate achievements in the human 
rights field in general, we also lament the changing (or even return of ) situ-
ations that lead to human rights violations.

Indeed, to achieve a decent level of involvement of “every individual and 
every organ of society” in the human rights education call, we need every 
resource that we can get, every political will that exists.
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