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Distinguished participants

In my experience as the United Nations Special Rapporteur on human rights and counter-terrorism, there is abundant evidence that respect for human rights makes countering terrorism more effective. At a policy level, the international community recognizes as much in resolutions of the Security Council, General Assembly and Human Rights Council. The Global Counter-Terrorism Strategy of 2006, renewed this year, contains two overarching commitments on human rights.

In Pillar IV, all States commit to respecting human rights, humanitarian law and refugee law while countering terrorism, recognizing that security and human rights are complementary and mutually reinforcing. In Pillar I, States commit to address the so-called conditions conducive to terrorism, which are agreed to include:

Prolonged unresolved conflicts, dehumanization of victims…, lack of the rule of law and violations of human rights, ethnic, national and religious discrimination, political exclusion, socio-economic marginalization and lack of good governance….

All of these are ultimately human rights violations, whether economic and social, or civil and political. While they are not deterministic root causes that always lead to terrorism, they can be rich sources of grievance that terrorist groups exploit in their propaganda and recruitment. 

I have seen this first-hand on my official visits to Somalia, Mozambique and West Africa, where I met with hundreds of Islamic State, Al Shabaab and other jihadi detainees. State failures to fulfil basic economic needs and to be politically responsive have fuelled terrorist movements. Yet, simultaneously the world has rapidly defunded humanitarian and development assistance, and peace operations, that aim to prevent and stabilize such conflicts. 

In practice, there is a vast gap between UN policy and practice on the ground. Highly securitized responses to terrorism continue to prevail in many countries, despite the evidence that such approaches alone do not work and that more balanced responses are needed. 

It is true that an iron fist can sometimes produce results, particularly where a government is willing to win at any cost. One can think of the last months of the Sri Lankan civil war, when perhaps tens of thousands of civilians were killed to defeat the Tamil Tigers; or the Chechen wars which laid waste to cities. Extermination can be effective under some conditions. 

But more often, apparent short-term tactical gains are eclipsed by long-term strategic failures. 

The most recent “wars on terror” add to the litany of earlier failures. US and Israeli aggression against Iran, partly justified to counter State sponsored terrorism, is widely viewed as a militarily disaster that has weakened the US and strengthened Iran, while killing innocents and inflicting global economic pain on the most vulnerable in many other countries. In a sign of the times, the Security Council condemned Iran’s retaliatory strikes but not the aggressors. 

The US’ phoney war on narco-terrorism in the Americas has involved the extrajudicial serial killing of 230 civilians in 70 military strikes at sea in the past year, yet according to the US Drug Enforcement Administration the supply of cocaine has not budged. Drug cartel profits and violence continue, while the harm from drug misuse persists due to a failure to pursue comprehensive solutions involving drug harm reduction policies and legalization, cross-border gun control, and economic development in source countries. Almost no State has condemned the killings. I judge them to be crimes against humanity in my report to the General Assembly later this month. 

Six decades of violence and atrocities in Palestine have failed to make Israel safer, and partly led, as the Secretary-General observed, to the attacks of 7 October 2023. The Security Council resolution endorsing the ceasefire and Board of Peace will likely perpetuate the conflict, by failing to address the grievances that have sustained resistance to occupation, and specifically by failing to commit to Palestinian self-determination and Statehood, to justice and accountability, to the deradicalization of violent extremists in Israeli politics, or to back the International Court of Justice’s 2024 advisory opinion upholding international law.  

These recent failures add to the many examples of post-9/11 over-reach that have undermined security, which in turn echo the failures of colonial era scorched earth counter-insurgency campaigns. Aggression against Iraq in 2003, violations such as extraordinary rendition, torture, Abu Ghraib, targeted killings, and unfair military trials at Guantanamo Bay – still plodding along a quarter century later, denying justice to victims – were factors in the birth of the Islamic State – eclipsing Al Qaeda that these wars aimed to defeat.

“Wars on terror” have existentially stretched foundational rules of international law beyond their breaking point, including excessive claims about national self-defence and what is permissible under international humanitarian, human rights and refugee law. 

At the national level, many governments have adopted unnecessary and disproportionate responses that have seriously undermined human rights, civil society, and the rule of law, as evidenced in the hundreds of cases we bring to the attention of governments each year – from mass graves in the Sinai to enforced disappearances in Balochistan. The sheer number, breadth, and invasive nature of counter-terrorism measures have strengthened repression and authoritarianism, in an era of backsliding on democracy and human rights.

In another sign of the times, in the Security Council debate last month on the 25th anniversary of the terrorist attacks of 9/11, human rights was scarcely mentioned. As one ambassador said recently, “the Security Council does not do human rights”. The Security Council has been part of the problem, by requiring all States to adopt highly repressive counter-terrorism measures without defining terrorism, guaranteeing safeguards, or enforcing human rights law.

The General Assembly’s Global Counter-Terrorism Strategy is also not being implemented in a balanced manner. For example, only one per cent of the UN Office of Counter-Terrorism’s program budget was allocated to Pillar IV human rights programs. States say they care about human rights, but apparently do not care enough to adequately fund it. My own mandate has never had regular budget funding for staff over the past 20 years, despite UN resolutions requiring the mandate to monitor human rights in 193 countries and across 46 UN entities, while working pro bono and half-time. Human rights is marginalized in UN security politics.

Protecting human rights in countering terrorism is essential not only to safeguard human dignity and providing justice to victims. It also enhances security. This should be old news. After the Second World War, the drafters of the UN Charter and the Universal Declaration of Human Rights – who lived through a war that killed perhaps 80 million people – well understood the intimidate connections between security, development and human rights, and the need for a holistic approach. They accommodated security concerns within the framework of human rights law, while emphasizing that the exception should never become the rule.

Today’s strongmen and populists are learning the hard way that might is neither right nor effective, and that the law of the jungle and raw power cannot deliver peace – but rather breeds the instability that international law aims to cooperatively prevent and remedy. 

The Security Council should do human rights, because it is inseparable from peace. Obstructive permanent members need to get out of the way and refrain from abusing their vetoes.

Trillions of dollars have been spent on highly securitized responses, yet terrorism is more prevalent, in more places, than before 9/11. The world must adequately fund more effective, long-term initiatives to prevent terrorism, by prioritizing conflict resolution and peace building, good governance and political inclusion, the rule of law, sustainable development, humanitarian assistance, and human rights for everyone.

Thank you. 


