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STATEMENT FOR GLOBAL READING ON 26 JUNE 2007

Ladies and gentlemen,

I am proud to have the opportunity to address you today on the occasion of the UN International Day in Support of Victims of Torture. The statement I am about to give on behalf of [NAMES] is being read out today by human rights defenders in many countries across the world.

This year, 26 June marks the 20th anniversary of the entry into force of the United Nations Convention against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or Punishment. 

Every year since the UN decided to make 26 June the International Day in Support of Victims of Torture, thousands of individuals and organisations around the globe – including numerous treatment centres and programmes affiliated with the International Rehabilitation Council for Torture Victims – have joined forces on this day to insist that torture survivors’ needs and rights be fulfilled and that torture be eradicated from our world.

Today they do so more forcefully than ever before. Through demonstrations, marches, lectures, candlelight vigils, street performances, addresses to national parliaments and many other imaginative events, a global civil society movement spanning six continents is raising its voice loud and clear to say “no” to torture.

The Convention Against Torture is a key tool in the quest to fight torture and fulfil survivors’ rights. Devised to protect women, children and men in every country across the globe from torture and other forms of ill-treatment, it expresses and consolidates the will of the international community: that torture and ill-treatment can never be justified— 

not under the pretext of protecting national security,

not to interrogate alleged terrorists,

not to force a confession out of an assumed petty criminal,

or for any other reason whatsoever.

Ladies and gentlemen,

The Convention Against Torture and its predecessors are based on the deeply held belief that torture goes against all what civilisation stands for, and that the dignity and integrity of the human soul and body is immutable.

However, it is no secret that reality does not match the intentions. Fifty-one countries have still not ratified the Convention. And many countries that have signed continue to systematically practice torture and ill-treatment, often under the pretext of protecting national security interests, but in reality to instil fear in society at large with the aim of suppressing legitimate political opposition.

Moreover, in the wake of a series of horrific attacks against civilian targets in a number of countries across the world in recent years, we have seen the absolute prohibition against torture come under enormous pressure in the context of the ill-labelled “War on Terror”:

Outright torture, directly or by proxy

Detainees being transferred to secret prisons by clandestine flights

multi-year detention without trial

and full-fledged disappearances

Phenomena associated with history’s most repugnant and brutal regimes, but recently employed, directly or with complicity, by otherwise democratic countries.

The harm done is excessive. As numerous persons have been thrown into legal oblivion, the international community’s clout and credibility with respect to criticising the world’s dictatorships for their blatant human rights abuses have been severely undermined.

Ladies and gentlemen,

Today we honour the dignity of torture survivors worldwide and acknowledge the extraordinary courage it takes to attempt to rebuild a life that has been shattered by this heinous crime. We also remind the world that the rehabilitation of torture survivors is not an act of charity, but an inalienable right. And not least, we stress that rebuilding individual lives and families goes hand in hand with restoring broken societies.

Torture is an affront to human dignity and a threat to security and development, locally, nationally and globally. Torture was always, and will always be, an instrument of abuse and oppression, not of peace and stability. Therefore, let the 20th anniversary of the United Nations Convention Against Torture remind us all that now more than ever we need to insist on and reinforce respect for our most fundamental human rights principles – including the right to freedom from torture – so that we may one day reach our common goal: a world without torture.

Signed:

Manfred Nowak, United Nations Special Rapporteur on Torture and other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or Punishment
Abdel Hamid Afana, President, IRCT

Brita Sydhoff, Secretary-General, IRCT
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