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Overview 
 
The uprisings in the Arab world and elsewhere since late 
2010 have not diminished human rights concerns associated 
with now-displaced or now-reforming regimes. Furthermore, 
while most of the international community continues to 
include human rights on its agenda with existing/ emerging 
leaders in the Middle East and North Africa, challenges of 
dealing with popularly elected Islamist-led governments have 
spawned qualms about the future valuing of these rights. The 
challenge of improving human rights reporting—dealing 
either with secular autocrats or religiously-oriented leadership—poses real questions for human rights 
advocates.  
 
From the other side, whether a former autocratic regime in transition or a reforming government such as 
Morocco, MENA countries are concerned that Western human rights criteria do not take into consideration how 
local populations define human rights issues. In many instances, human rights protections are perceived to be 
tied to notions of democracy that go beyond accountability, transparency, and political and social reforms 
commonly associated with human rights. In countries where multicultural, multi-ethnic, and multi-religious 
factors are at play, these sub-national tensions may pose contradictions or competing priorities with traditional 
human rights. The demand to instill a universal human rights regime is challenged also by threats of 
recriminations, reprisals, and revenge resulting from years of oppression and discrimination. So two related 
concerns in terms of protecting human rights through improved monitoring and reporting are: is it possible to 
differentiate reporting criteria on the basis of a country’s degree of openness to monitoring; and is it possible to 
factor in relevant and helpful assessments of human rights within the context of each country’s circumstances? 
 
How to safeguard the relevance and salience of human rights reporting within a context that reflects both the 
reporting environment and the societal characteristics that define a country’s perceptions of “rights” is the 
theme of a research project we have been doing at the Moroccan American Center over the past two years. We 
looked at the human rights reports for the past six years for Algeria, Libya, Mauritania, Morocco, and Tunisia, 
prepared by Amnesty International (AI), Freedom House (FH), Human Rights Watch (HRW), and the US 
Department of State (State).  
 
Ironically, three of the countries underwent some degree of transformation during the study period as a result 
of the Arab Uprisings—Morocco to a new constitution and an Islamic-led coalition government; and Libya and 
Tunisia to transitional bodies in which Islamic parties have a significant role in developing new constitutions and 
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electoral processes. These changes have not made reporting any easier and, in some ways, have neither relieved 
concerns over violations under previous governments nor reduced the categories and types of human rights 
abuses being reported.  
 
So it is a propitious time to look at human rights reporting within the context of the Council on Foreign Relations 
report2 juxtaposed with the need to differentiate between open and closed societies, as noted by Advancing 
Human Rights.3 Our study examines advancing human rights reporting by looking at North Africa as a telling case 
for what works and what can be done better in human rights reporting. 
 

Introduction & Methodology 
 

A number of human rights NGOs and official bodies undertake annual reviews of human rights. Few, if any, 
provide a comparative regional analysis of human rights performance within a select group of countries. Our 
assumption is that a comparative analysis across North Africa may be useful in describing how regimes observe 
human rights, the types of reports produced, and how various organizations approach human rights advocacy. 
This may provide insights into whether or not certain political environments are better at protecting rights than 
others, and if particular societal structures impact violations or enhancement of human rights. It could also help 
determine if human rights throughout the world has a high level of accuracy, or if there is are better methods 
for ensuring that international human rights standards are achieved.  
 
The CFR report recommends both short and longer term steps that can be taken to improve the Global Human 
Rights Regime. Some require greater attention to enforcing international standards and monitoring; others link 
human rights and democracy promotion. The core assumption is the universality of human rights, which has 
long-been at the center of the international consensus on human rights. However, the endorsement of United 
Nations documents on human rights by the majority of the world’s countries has resulted in varied success in 
curbing human rights abuses around the globe. This may be a question of implementation mechanisms, but it is 
also likely that some characteristics of political, economic, and social systems play a key role in protecting 
human rights and/or facilitating human rights violations, and furthermore, that human rights NGOs should take 
these conditions into consideration and adjust their perspectives and rankings to fit other realities on the 
ground. 
 
While no country in the world is completely similar to any other, there are some regions of the world that can 
provide helpful case-studies and therefore can shed light on some of these issues. The Maghreb provides one 
such region (others are Southeast Asia and the Andean countries). The countries of the Maghreb – Algeria, 
Libya, Mauritania, Morocco, and Tunisia, share similar historical and societal traditions, but have had vastly 
different experiences with the legacy of colonialism and the development of political systems following 
independence. The political systems vary from a constitutional monarchy in Morocco, to autocratic 
“democratic” rulers in Algeria, with shifting, yet to-be-defined regimes in Tunisia and Libya, to a hybrid structure 
in Mauritania that some say is a candidate for upheaval.4  Likewise, each country in the region is currently 
confronting unique human rights challenges and working to overcome them in various ways. As a result of these 
factors, the Maghreb provides an interesting case-study to analyze the interplay among human rights, 
government, and civil society. 
 
We analyzed three variables in our research: the current status of human rights as summarized by the report 
sources selected – this of course has been impacted by the Arab Uprisings in Libya, Morocco, and Tunisia; the 
strengths and weaknesses of the reporting done by the report sources; and possible tactics for more effective 

                                                 
2 “The Global Human Rights Regime.” Council on Foreign Relations (27 February 2012), <http://www.cfr.org/human-rights/global-human-rights-regime>. 
3 “Mission Statement.” Advancing Human Rights,<http://advancinghumanrights.org/about/>. 
4 Boukhars, Anouar. “The Drivers of Insecurity in Mauritania.” Carnegie Endowment for International Peace (April 
2012),<http://carnegieendowment.org/2012/04/30/drivers-of-insecurity-in-mauritania/ak2i>. 

http://www.cfr.org/human-rights/global-human-rights-regime
http://advancinghumanrights.org/about/
http://carnegieendowment.org/2012/04/30/drivers-of-insecurity-in-mauritania/ak2i
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reporting. We reviewed human rights reports from the four primary sources from 2005-2011, where available. 
By analyzing reports over a six-year period, the report tracked trends to provide some insights into concerns 
related to three issues: an assessment of current reporting methodologies, identifying how “context” may or 
may not impact report conclusions, and how including context may provide more accurate and actionable 
conclusions.  
 
While the Council on Foreign Relations report reviews most of the same issues on the macro and global level, 
our study builds from the country-specific studies to generalizations  about human rights reporting. Before we 
began the study, a general review of available reporting was completed, which included reports and data from 
various NGOs, governments, and inter-governmental organizations working both on the issue of human rights 
and on the Maghreb. The NGOs: Amnesty International5, Freedom House6, and Human Rights Watch7 are widely 
recognized as the international non-governmental authorities on human rights, and with the exception of 
Human Rights Watch’s omission of Mauritania, they all issue reports on the Maghreb countries. These 
organizations thus provide valuable sources of data and information for any report on human rights in the 
Maghreb.  
 
Other organizations with a more specific focus, including Reporters Without Borders, which addresses freedom 
of the press, and Doctors Without Borders, which addresses egregious violations in conflict situations and 
humanitarian crises, were not included due to the intermittent/crisis nature of their reports. Reporters Without 
Borders provides a comparative analysis of freedom of the press worldwide, so their rankings could be 
eventually included as part of the Report, although they do not provide a comprehensive assessment of human 
rights more generally, nor do they provide a detailed analysis of their rankings.  
 
Among governmental and inter-governmental organizations, the most obvious source of objective data would 
appear to be the United Nations, which does not issue independent reports or undertake a thorough analysis of 
human rights in UN member states. The United Nations Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights relies 
on self-reporting from countries and only engages in a Universal Periodic Review of conditions in member states 
every four years, under the auspices of the Human Rights Council.8 While the Universal Periodic Review is a 
positive step in human rights reporting and monitoring, the process, which involves the country, NGO, and UN 
testimony during a three hour period, provides little substantive information on the actual status of human 
rights in any given country. It does, however, provide information on the reporting status of the country and its 
compliance with the human rights treaty bodies.9 The CFR report provides several recommendations regarding 
the Council. 
 
Other institutions that deal with human rights at the UN, including the Human Rights Council and the treaty 
bodies, likewise do not provide general reviews of human rights situations in member countries.10 They do 
report on the status of treaty ratification and implementation and provide updates on the reporting process. 
There is also a Special Procedures mechanism designed to addresses specific human rights issues in certain 

                                                 
5 “Human Rights in Countries.” Amnesty International, <http://www.amnestyusa.org/our-work/countries>. 
6 “Release of Freedom of the Press 2012 Findings.” Freedom House, <http://www.freedomhouse.org/article/release-freedom-press-2012-findings>. 
7 “Browse by Country.” Human Rights Watch, <http://www.hrw.org/browse_by_country>. 
8 “Universal Periodic Review.” United Nations Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights (2010), 
http://www.ohchr.org/EN/HRBodies/UPR/Pages/UPRMain.aspx.>. 
9Human Rights Committee (CCPR)  
Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (CESCR)  
Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination (CERD)  
Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW)  
Committee Against Torture (CAT) & Optional Protocol to the Convention against Torture (OPCAT) - Subcommittee on Prevention of Torture (SPT)  
Committee on the Rights of the Child (CRC)  
Committee on Migrant Workers (CMW)  
Committee on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD) 
10 “The Human Rights Council.” United Nations (2010), <http://www2.ohchr.org/english/bodies/hrcouncil/>. 

http://www.amnestyusa.org/our-work/countries
http://www.freedomhouse.org/article/release-freedom-press-2012-findings
http://www.hrw.org/browse_by_country
http://www.ohchr.org/EN/HRBodies/UPR/Pages/UPRMain.aspx
http://www2.ohchr.org/english/bodies/hrc/index.htm
http://www2.ohchr.org/english/bodies/cescr/index.htm
http://www2.ohchr.org/english/bodies/cerd/index.htm
http://www2.ohchr.org/english/bodies/cedaw/index.htm
http://www2.ohchr.org/english/bodies/cat/index.htm
http://www2.ohchr.org/english/bodies/cat/opcat/index.htm
http://www2.ohchr.org/english/bodies/crc/index.htm
http://www2.ohchr.org/english/bodies/cmw/index.htm
http://www.ohchr.org/EN/HRBodies/CRPD/Pages/CRPDIndex.aspx
http://www2.ohchr.org/english/bodies/hrcouncil/
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countries or global thematic issues, but this procedure does not provide a comprehensive analysis of human 
rights in the world.11 
 
Most national governments do not issue annual reports on human rights throughout the world, at least publicly. 
The Foreign and Commonwealth Office of Great Britain works to promote and protect human rights 
internationally, but only issues an annual report that “provides an overview of the main challenges to human 
rights around the world and explains the government’s activities and policies to address those challenges.”12 
Similarly, the European Union advocates for human rights on the international level through its Common 
Foreign Security Policy and its presence in international forums, but it does not publish an annual report on the 
state of human rights in the world.13 The US State Department issues annual country-specific reports on human 
rights14. Unlike the NGOs, which view human rights promotion as the most important aspect of a country’s 
policies, these reports provide a governmental perspective on human rights in the region and therefore tend to 
view human rights more broadly, as one of a number of issues countries must address. They also provide 
important information about the legal background of each country vis-à-vis human rights. In that respect, they 
provide a valuable addition to the other data on human rights and add an essential perspective to the broader 
debate about the role of human rights in the world. 
 
On the basis of this survey, we determined that AI, FH, HRW, and State provided the most comprehensive 
information on human rights in the region and thus became the sources analyzed in this report.  
 
This Summary of the full Report includes our findings regarding: the strengths and weaknesses of the reporting 
methodologies, characteristics of target countries that affect reporting analyses, and recommendations 
regarding more robust and accurate reporting options. The full Report, to be released in summer 2012, includes 
a human rights profile by country based on reports issued by the organizations, an analysis of the data 
presented that includes an assessment of the strengths and weakness of the reporting process, and a 
comparative analysis of human rights in the region. Finally, the Report suggests how a more robust and inclusive 
reporting regime will contribute to enhancing the relationships among human rights, political and social reform, 
economic growth, and democracy.  
 
 

Strengths and Weaknesses of the Reporting Methodologies 
 

What They Do Well 
 
Each group measures human rights situations differently and thus a composite analysis based on all sources 
provides a unique perspective on any given country. Some focus more on year-to-year summaries of progress 
versus regression, while others highlight specific cases which, in their assessment, warrant national concern. 
Only the State Department has a permanent staff in each country giving it the capability for more in-depth 
research efforts.  
 
There are five primary human rights reporting mechanisms: first person interviews with alleged victims either by 
reporters on the ground or via fact finding missions; monitoring news/media including reports issued by 
local/other human rights organizations; interviews with secondary sources that have a human rights mission 
including civil society/NGOs, government representatives, and others concerned with violations; and field 

                                                 
11 “Special Procedures of the Human Rights Council.” United Nations (2010), <http://www.ohchr.org/EN/HRBodies/SP/Pages/Welcomepage.aspx>. 
12 “Human Rights” British Foreign and Commonwealth Office, <http://www.fco.gov.uk/en/global-issues/human-rights>. 
13 “Defending Human Rights.” Council of the European Union (2010),  
<http://www.consilium.europa.eu/homepage/showfocus?lang=en&focusID=66143>. 
14 “Human Rights Reports.” United States Department of State, <http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/hrrpt/> 
 

http://www.ohchr.org/EN/HRBodies/SP/Pages/Welcomepage.aspx
http://www.fco.gov.uk/en/global-issues/human-rights
http://www.consilium.europa.eu/homepage/showfocus?lang=en&focusID=66143
http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/hrrpt/
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reporting by local sources that monitor human rights causes. Several of the report sources issue special reports, 
alerts, or in-depth analyses of particular issues in addition to their annual reporting. The NGO reports, both 
annual and specialized, can be especially helpful in identifying abuses that go beyond individual cases to more 
generalized behavior by a government, majority party, or other group in power that routinely denies human 
rights to others. Here is a quick overview of their activities. 
 
Amnesty International uses the tenets of international law as the basis for its reports, and states that any 
country not complying with these laws is violating the human rights of its citizens. Its annual World Report 
reflects its assumption that democracy is the best guarantor of human rights protections, and countries that 
introduce and sustain democratic reforms are more likely to enjoy better human rights protections.  
 
In addition to its annual World Report, AI publishes several Special Reports every year detailing major human 
rights abuses. These Special Reports are useful in that they detail issues of which their annual World Reports 
provide only a short summary. Special Reports provide background and analysis on current events and also 
make recommendations on how the country can improve upon human rights or solve the issue at hand.  
 
One of the strengths of Freedom House’s reports is that its country assessments are based on questionnaires 
that allow for the assignment of numerical values. Although these ratings are susceptible to a certain level of 
subjectivity, they are by and large useful in comparing a country’s progress over the years, as well as with other 
countries in the region. 
 
For its Freedom in the World reports, which contain very basic information, changes in ranking reflect significant 
changes in political or civil rights. However, less visible changes that may have some useful impact are not 
highlighted. The Crossroads reports done by FH include a much greater level of detail on a particular subject or 
theme, as in the series on women’s rights. Unfortunately, there are only two outdated Crossroads reports on 
North African countries.  
 
Human Rights Watch reports offer their perspective on an important issue and help shed light on a country’s 
human rights regime. When viewed in the wider context of a state’s policies and priorities, these reports are 
beneficial in that they provide substantial information on key human rights concerns. HRW reports create 
awareness of individual stories and are the basic recommendations for how a country can act to improve its 
human rights protections.  
 
HRW undertakes a difficult task is trying to assess human rights in a wide range of countries, some stable and 
open to foreign human rights organizations, others less stable and innately distrustful of foreign NGO activities. 
All the same, its mission is to carry out research and provide details on human rights. Much of the information 
contained in HRW’s reports is based on ten to fifteen day visits in-country and on interviews with approximately 
fifty people, some of whom are affiliated with HRW. 
 
Across the years under review, the State Department maintained a consistent methodology and format 
whereby six broad types of human rights issues were examined, which facilitates comparison across time and 
among countries. The State Department notes when human rights abuses were observed and when there were 
no violations. Its publications represent the opinion of a sovereign national government and so its evaluation 
and reporting processes are not entirely separated from the political objectives of the United States 
government.  
 
The State Department understands the limits of government power, not only in prioritizing human rights, but in 
changing societal norms and values. Even when it is critical, its reports often recognize economic constraints on 
states and the financial and institutional requirements to confront certain violations. Likewise, the reports 
express an understanding of the political context in which human rights violations take place. State Department 
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reports sometimes reflect the impact of cultural and societal norms when detailing human rights violations. By 
recognizing the importance of prioritizing human rights while not overstating the power of the government to 
affect change, this contextual reporting may be more helpful than other “objective” analyses in confronting 
human rights issues. 
 
State Department reports draw on a wide range of sources, including reports from independent human rights 
groups. Using the Universal Declaration of Human Rights as the primary standard for its evaluations, it attempts 
to insure that is does not use inconsistent and arbitrary standards by employing uniform reporting categories. In 
short, the State Department provides as unbiased information as possible given the institutional constraints 
within which it operates.  
 

What They Could Do Better  
 
There are at least five areas in which human rights monitoring and reporting can be improved, with the goal of 
moving forward on actionable recommendations. 
 
Assuming a Universal Human Rights Norm 
 
Countries throughout the world, regardless of whether or not they have signed the Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights, face a unique set of political and economic circumstances and therefore have their own 
perspectives on the “universality” of human rights. Even the United Nations, the global arena for human rights 
declarations, notes the qualitative differences among categories of rights. The failure to consider differences in 
culture, politics, and economy when adhering to these broad norms can lead to inaccurate assessments of the 
quality of human rights in a country. While human rights are a core “good” for human societies, in many 
countries, human rights are competing with a wide variety of other priorities.  
 
In this respect, it would be helpful to consider the validity or purpose of laws in the local environment. 
Continued interaction with government authorities to receive their input on various cases and allegations should 
not ignore the actual control that governments have over all aspects of human rights. Norms in any society are 
an essential element of its identity, providing criteria for judging actions whether by individuals or groups. While 
there is little value to the concept of human rights if treated as a “relative” concept, this does not diminish the 
importance of local and national factors. More detailed recognition of the positive strides that countries have 
made will act as an incentive for them to take more risks for more reforms. 
 
Access versus Exclusion 
 
While some countries are open to human rights reporting, many countries see the reporting to be invasive or 
disruptive, and thus limit access. This lends itself to uneven reporting, and countries that are open are often 
portrayed as more abusive of human rights because they allow their issues to be openly monitored. The 
reporting organization cannot report on what it cannot discover, so countries that close themselves off tend to 
have more neutral reports. While fact-finding missions are useful in that researchers can gain access to the 
country and its people, their results can be misleading if comparisons are to be drawn with countries that 
exclude reporting organizations. It is important to make clear to the reader that allowing the group to enter the 
country, which may result in negative reports, is actually a positive sign because there is an open dialogue 
between researchers, civilians, civil society, and the government. Accessible countries should be noted for such 
steps rather than receiving more critical reports than those countries unwilling to expose their struggle with 
human rights. It would seem that in some cases, inaccessibility may have worked in favor of countries that 
restrict access while those with more liberal access received scores based on on-site observations that are not 
possible in other countries. 
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Reductionism/Extrapolation 
 
A major criticism of human rights reporting is taking one or more case studies and extrapolating to the country 
as a whole. Treatment of rural girls/women, for example, becomes an indictment for gender policies of a 
country or the judgment that there is a national policy of excluding/demeaning women when the reality may 
have more to do with other societal mores. Research based on heated testimony and not tempered by a 
competing view will often lead to an unbalanced report. In order to gain an accurate view of issues, there should 
be more of an effort to interview government officials, otherwise neutral parties, and local NGOs. In reviewing 
the reports, there was a pattern of repetition of dated case studies and often the same language appeared in 
subsequent annual reports.  
 
Other criticisms of human rights reporting include inconsistency due to uneven research and reporting, lack of 
some form of identification of local sources who participate in scoring a country’s performance, and gaps in 
linking policy statements with actual implementation. There is an almost knee jerk reaction that victims and 
their stories are accurate while governments are less forthcoming, rather than inept or tepid. Whether or not 
this is a useful operating principle is yet to be sustained. 
 
Human Rights in Context 
 
Human rights proponents are quick to point out that human rights are universal values, inherent in the need for 
a civilized, just, equitable, and stable social order. The reporting also indicates a clear bias towards democratic 
government without conceding that some “democratic” governments have extensive human rights issues while 
less democratic governments may be more observant of human rights in certain areas. 
 
Yet experience indicates that national security and a stable economy play a significant part in how a local 
population assesses human rights. Many countries struggle to prevent terrorism and promote industry while 
also allowing an open society. At what point do civil liberties trump security? The US experience exhibits this 
conundrum. There is no clear answer for this question, and it would be useful to take greater care to 
demonstrate a nuanced understanding of the environment in which local governments operate.  
 
Although the NGOs claim to not have a vested political interest in any country and that its assessments of 
human rights situations are therefore objective, it is an unrealistic position in reality. A political assessment of a 
country, using clear criteria, may in fact shed light on how human rights “fit” within the national political system. 
A more informed understanding of local politics would likely engender better recommendations about the 
balance between human rights and other priorities. Seeing the context for human rights enables more effective 
observations and insights into the overall priorities of the country. As the CFR report notes “political and civil 
liberties…are enablers of ESCR [economic, social, and cultural rights].”15 To appreciate this linkage, it is 
imperative to see the whole picture as well as its components.  
 
It is also worth noting that in the years under review, US foreign policy has featured a pro-democratization 
agenda and the so-called “war on terror”—both of which have focused on the Middle East and North Africa. 
These two initiatives have important implications for the way the US government evaluates human rights, as 
they create a contradictory set of incentives to critique governments’ human rights practices in the region. On 
the one hand, upholding the ideals of the democracy agenda should lead the US to harshly criticize many of the 
region’s governments, especially with respect to political rights. However, objectives in the “war on terror” may 
push the US to collaborate with governments that have poor human rights records. The result is a disincentive to 
fully criticize the practices of allied governments. While the reports themselves do not provide any evidence of 

                                                 
15 Op. Cit. 2  
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how such policy objectives ultimately shape the State Department’s evaluations, it is nonetheless critical to 
consider human rights reporting in relation to a range of other interests. 
 
Recommendations in Context 
 
Recommendations should reflect a country’s capacity to implement change. It is not useful to advise host 
countries to implement training programs for officials, provide officials with resources and infrastructure to 
address a certain problem, and collect data on violations in the hopes of better addressing them without some 
attention to enabling the process.16 These remedies require significant material and human resources that may 
not be available to the host country. Despite international law, which calls for “immediate and effective 
measures” for addressing human rights violations,17 is this reasonable or even viable? In some instances, there 
are economic and social development considerations as well as the sequencing of institutional and professional 
resources that are the basic to enacting recommended changes. Countries have to balance respect for human 
rights with other political and economic priorities. Stability, security, and economic prosperity are often 
secondary to human rights – should they be? What should be the priorities in countries with limited resources? 
It would seem that there are far too many conditions to answer these questions with universal responses. 
 
There should also be more creative thinking about alternatives for addressing legitimate issues of state security 
and stability in tandem with improving human rights regimes. It is understandable that the nations of the 
Maghreb are criticized for human rights violations in the name of counterterrorism, but how should these 
nations respond to the threat of terrorism? How has the US responded to these threats? Should countries 
uphold the basic tenets of human rights above the need for security? In instances where a country has limited 
resources, how should it prioritize various human rights issues? If human rights protection for all is the ideal, 
how can these reports help countries prioritize competing issues by framing human rights within the larger 
societal and political context rather than as a stand-alone issue?  
 
Given the laser like focus on human rights as a universal ideal, it is natural that a government takes issue with 
negative reporting about their country when it seems uninformed or naïve. Improved reporting processes may 
be the most effective contribution that these reports can make to human rights reform. 
 
Another point that can be elaborated more in the reports is to note the positive strides a country has made. It is 
unfair to equate a country that makes continual improvements to a country that has a completely stagnant 
reform process just because the countries have some of the same issues in common. By contextualizing the 
whole picture, good and bad, readers will have a better sense of human rights in the country and human rights 
organizations will be able to give more thoughtful recommendations and assistance to the governments and civil 
society constituencies. Although the issues of context are complex and require more than a facile understanding 
of the host country, it only strengthens the integrity and credibility of reporting to take the time to develop a 
contextual framework for their country analyses.  
 

Recognizing Realities; Addressing Opportunities 
 
This Summary does not reflect the complexity of the Report and focuses primarily on how to improve reporting 
methodologies. The fuller Report acknowledges that the reporting sources merit credit for undertaking a critical 
and valuable task that contributes to protecting the basic human rights of populations everywhere. For North 
Africa, it is clear that the Arab Uprisings are having a two-edged impact on human rights regimes: demanding 
equality and human rights on the one hand, and demanding justice and recalibration of privileges on the other. 
It is a time of transition for citizens, governments, and civil societies in which a country’s receptivity to the work 
of the human rights community is muddled at best. 

                                                 
16 This is one of the key blocs of recommendations in the CFR report. 
17 Inside the Home, Outside the Law: Abuse of Child Domestic Workers in Morocco.” Human Rights Watch 17:12(E) (December 2005): 1-56, p. 46. 
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Regardless of existing cross-currents in the region, we cannot postpone human rights promotion until new 
governments are in power, normalcy is restored, and priorities are established. Human rights cannot be a 
sidebar conversation with governments in transition. It must inform their judgments and influence their 
decision-making in the same way that employment, education, transparency, and power-sharing are on their 
national agendas.  
 
If human rights reporting is to take its place as a full partner in the discussions on political, social, and economic 
reform, we cannot overlook what we believe are weaknesses that undercut its effectiveness:  
 

 Extrapolating a national critique from a limited set of violations that may not have been vetted 
sufficiently 

 Minimizing the importance of local conditions and capabilities to support human rights protections 

 Recommending actions that are inconsistent or lack support with the local population 

 Not sufficiently taking into account the impact of prioritizing certain categories of human rights on social 
and cultural mores, thus undercutting the saliency of the recommendations 

 Not seeing or articulating linkages between political and civil liberties and economic, social and cultural 
rights 

 Lacking means for defining options from lessons learned across countries with similar cultures, mores, 
and aspirations 

 Not creating coalitions with empowering international and multilateral organizations that could be 
sources for capacity-building for the institutional and human resources required for an effective human 
rights regime 

 
The CFR report, “The Global Human Rights Regime” contains important lessons and insights that should serve as 
a template for initiating a dialogue among state and institutions to enable greater respect and action for human 
rights protections. 
 

**** 

For more information, visit http://www.moroccoonthemove.com/  
Follow on Twitter @MorocOnTheMove 
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