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About the initiative



The COVID-19 pandemic and the uncertainty that it brought, upended our 
economic, social, political, and business environments. 

As the world came to a standstill, so did discussions on human rights issues. 
What ensued as a consequence of COVID-19, including the surge in fake 
news and online hate speech, domestic violence, privacy and surveillance 
risks due to the development and deployment of contact-tracing apps, has 
shown that, despite such disruptions, discussions in times of global crisis are 
needed more than ever. 

In order to keep the conversation going, a consortium of partners including 
permanent missions in Geneva, civil society organisations and academic in-
stitutions1 launched a series of ten webinars titled the ‘RightOn Wednesday 
Web Chat’ where  prominent experts from international organisations, the pri-
vate sector, academia, and the civil society (such as the United Nations High 
Commissioner for Human Rights, special rapporteurs, ambassadors, and uni-
versity professors) spoke about policy actions and existing challenges. 

Gathering a truly international audience, our discussions centered around, 

among other things, the state of democracy and rule of law, the right of mar-
ginalised groups (such as older persons, refugees, and internally displaced 
persons (IDPs)), the question of discrimination and inequalties, as well as en-
vironment and labour rights, all of which were underpinned by the current 
health pandemic.  

These weekly discussions were an occasion to engage an audience that went 
beyond the usual suspects (i.e., the human rights community) and approach 
these topics to the wider public. 

Many important lessons were drawn through the implementation of the ini-
tiative, including how to manage sensitive discussions in an online setting, in-
volve youth participants in virtual meetings, and incorporate different stand-
points in a limited time frame while actively engaging the audience. 

In this publication we share the main takeaways raised by our discussants, a 
rich library of visual materials developed from each session, as well as data on 
participant distribution. 

1Permanent Missions of Denmark, The Netherlands, and Norway; the Centre for Hu-
man Rights at the University of Pretoria; United Nations Population Fund (Geneva); 
the Geneva Academy of International Humanitarian Law and Human Rights and 

the Geneva Human Rights Platform; the Human Rights Center at Essex University; 
Universal Rights Group; DiploFoundation and the Geneva Internet Platform
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Whereas the Internet is a powerful communication tool that allows users to voice 
their opinions, receive information within seconds, and engage with others, it is 
also widely misused and manipulated. Content challenges such as fake news, dis-
information campaigns, and online hate speech are increasingly common nowa-
days. While these are far from recent developments, the outbreak of the Corona-
virus has created fertile ground for fake news and accelerated the ‘coronaracism’ 
phenomenon. 

UN action on hate speech content

Even though hate speech has for a very long time been a concern for the UN, 
which resulted in the adoption of the UN Strategy and Plan of Action on Hate 
Speech and other policy guidelines, the Coronavirus outbreak demonstrated that 
no state is immune to racism, xenophobia, and discrimination. Thus, a strong hu-
man rights based approach to COVID-19 is imperative for addressing these neg-
ative developments which are impacting  the entire spectrum of fundamental 
freedoms and rights. 

Combating fake news

The so-called ‘infodemic’ (i.e., surge in fake news) has also highlighted the need 
to prioritise instructions provided by medical experts and institutions such as the 
UN and the World Health Organization (WHO). 

That said, due consideration should be given to negative implications of some 
measures, including the enactments and amendments of national laws that 
criminalise disinformation, so as to avoid hasty policies that infringe on the free-
dom of expression. 

Despite the fact that misinformation and hate speech often overlap, especially 
since COVID-19 rumours often have ethnic and racial elements, there is a need to 
distinguish between the two so as to ensure that the underlying challenges are 
tackled in their own right.

Getting tech companies on board

In order to combat these two negative global developments successfully, tech 
companies that run social networks need to come on board. While they have 
their respective internal content policies and regulations, difficulties tend to arise 
in the dichotomy between harmful content, and what is legally considered as 
hate speech. The creation of a social media council, analogous to the former press 
council, was proposed as a possible solution to this challenge. The council would 
be independent of tech companies and would have the responsibility to develop 
common approaches in terms of hate speech regulation. 

Discussants:

Ms Bahia Tahzib-Lie (Human Rights Ambassador, Kingdom of the Netherlands)

Mr Andrew Fagan (Director, Human Rights Centre, University of Essex)

Ms Mona Rishmawi (Chief, Rule of Law, Equality and Non-Discrimination Branch 
(ROLENDB), Office of the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR))

Ms Simona Cruciani (Political Affairs Officer, UN Office on Genocide Prevention 
and the Responsibility to Protect)

Ms Paige Morrow (Senior Legal Officer, ARTICLE 19

Fighting online hate speech and fake news
in a global crisis 8 April 2020
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Inequality and discrimination
during COVID-19
The Coronavirus outbreak has amplified existing inequalities, making the 
battle of ‘leaving no one behind’ all the more difficult. Fear and uncertainty 
about the pandemic have equally fuelled the so-called ‘Coronavirus stigma’ 
on the basis of racial, religious, and gender grounds, and laid bare, in particu-
lar, the vulnerability of marginalised groups and those living in precarious sit-
uations.

It’s hard to #stayathome when you don’t have one

The basic universal ‘stay at home’ measure promoted by the World Health 
Organization (WHO) and governments worldwide has exposed the inequal-
ities and discrimination brought about by policies adopted in response to 
COVID-19. The reality is that such measures do not work for a significant por-
tion of the population, in particular for the 2% of the world’s population that 
does not have housing. Moreover, the pandemic brought into further focus 
issues such as housing rent, mortgages, and evictions from settlements, as 
well as the exercises of fundamental rights such as the right to sanitation that 
is often downplayed in discussions. 

Government action on COVID-19

While most governments have acted swiftly in response to the pandemic, 
ideological differences in terms of adopted measures have been observed. 
Some of the actions taken by Portugal were cited as exemplary and include 
the evasion of practices that could disrupt the productive capacity of the 
country and consequently make the economic recovery period more difficult. 
The provision of support to populations in precarious situations, such as the 
extension of unemployment benefits, was highlighted as another illustration 
of policies intended to mitigate the social and economic impact of COVID-19 
in Portugal.

But the course of global events has been harsher for the more vulnerable 
countries. Governments in the least developed countries (LDCs) have strug-
gled to deal with challenges brought about by the health crisis with esti-
mates showing that some 85 LDCs have requested assistance from the In-
ternational Monetary Fund (IMF) in order to push their economies through 
the pandemic. This will have consequences not only in terms of the COVID-19 
response, but also for the realisation of the sustainable development goals 
(SDGs) and other global development objectives.
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Health rights come into focus

Perhaps the most blatant example of the rise in inequalities and discrimina-
tion is the impact on the right to health, particularly for those on the mar-
gins of society. Studies have shown noticeable poor health outcomes and 
premature deaths amongst individuals in precarious situations, persons with 
disabilities, and those of certain ethnic backgrounds. As the provisions of 
face masks, social distancing, and vaccines  are simply not enough to tackle 
COVID-19 as a medical, social, and political problem, thorough reflections on 
the ‘cause of the causes’ are needed to address the emerging voids.

Prejudices and violence against women

This grassroots approach is equally required to confront unfounded stigmati-
sation, prejudices, and violence against women worldwide that have been ex-
arcerbated by the pandemic. Even though short-term interventions are need-
ed and can help improve safety momentarily, such measures oftentimes omit 
the underlying reasons of domestic violence.

Discussants:

Mr Rui Macieira (Permanent Representative of Portugal, UN Office, Geneva)

Ms Leilani Farha (UN Special Rapporteur on adequate housing)

Ms Hanna Kienzler (Assistant Professor, Department of Global Health
& Social Medicine, King’s College London) 

Mr Frans Viljoen (Director, Centre for Human Rights, University of Pretoria)

Ms Joanna Bourke Martignoni (Senior Research Fellow, Geneva Academy)
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Are democracy and
rule of law in crisis?
While the question of democracy and the rule of law being in crisis has been 
around for quite some time, the misuse of personal data, the surge in fake 
news, extensive surveillance, and human rights violations amid COVID-19 
have all further undermined faith in the democratic process and the idea of 
equality before the law. 

Can COVID-19 push back democracy?

Weak governance on the pandemic has aggravated socio-economic in-
equalities, including the discrimination against marginalised groups (such as 
women and girls), and has disintegrated the functioning of health systems 
worldwide. The measures adopted in light of the global health crisis will have 
far-reaching repercussions on the enjoyment of fundamental human rights, 
considering that a number of states and regimes are already using the cur-
rent situation to secure their power, silence the opposition, limit civil rights, 
and impose restrictions on civil society actors. 
That said, multilateral dialogues, monitoring, accountability, as well as the 
ability to own the narrative and argue for the rightness of a democratic hu-
man rights-based approach, could help keep the existing human rights sys-
tem intact.

On elections in times of crisis

In order to abide by social distancing measures, a total of 50 countries decid-
ed to postpone their elections to a later date. The reason why the majority 
of states decided to do so is simply because, in most cases, voting involves 
physically going to a polling station. Online voting remains the exception 
rather than the norm despite technological developments. In addition, the 
current situation also brings into focus the issue of low turnout, and in turn 
the question of the legitimacy of elections. Other factors that also come into 
play, in terms of the postponement of elections, include the capacity of the 
electoral system to facilitate elections during a pandemic, as well as the polit-
ical perspective.

Emergency notifications 

Another aspect that raises the question on the state of democracy during 
COVID-19 is that of emergency measure notifications. Reports show that only 
11 states out of 86 have taken the necessary steps to notify the UN about the 
declared states of emergency, even though failing to do so constitutes a vi-
olation of the obligation stipulated under the International Covenant on Civil 
and Political Rights. Actors, including UN agencies, regional bodies, and the 
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civil society, will have to stand at the forefront and bring the type of expected 
scrutiny that such extraordinary emergency measures require.

Checks and balances

With regard to democratic checks and balances, information is key to identi-
fying whether or not certain regimes are using the pandemic as an excuse to 
strengthen power and prevent criticism at a time when other control mech-
anisms have been suspended. At the global level, the UN is preparing a guid-
ance document on the state of emergency that aims to address issues such 
as restrictions imposed on the freedom of expression, movement, and as-
sembly.

Checks and balances measures are also being adopted at the regional level. 
To that end, the Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE) 
has created a task force that on a daily basis monitors ten priority areas im-
pacted by the policies enacted in response to COVID-19. The commitments 
and functioning of parliaments are also being evaluated within the OSCE 
member states. Positive examples, including the rapid use of technology and 
new ways of participation, are also being noted and applauded, in particular 
considering that transitions from on-site to online ways of communicating 
and working in normal circumstances take time.

Discussants:

Ms Ilze Brands Kehris (Assistant Secretary General for Human Rights, UN 
Human Rights Office, New York)

Ms Annika Ben David (Ambassador, Human Rights, Democracy and the 
Rule of Law, Ministry for Foreign Affairs, Sweden)

Ms Annika Silva-Leander (Head, Democracy Assessment and Political Anal-
ysis (DAPA) Unit, International Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assis-
tance (International IDEA))

Mr Yuval Shany (Member, UN Human Rights Committee; Lecturer, Geneva 
Academy of International Humanitarian Law and Human Rights)

Mr Marcin Walecki (Head, Democratization Department, Office for Demo-
cratic Institutions and Human Rights, OSCE)
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COVID-19 and women: The gendered
impact of the crisis
As the Coronavirus outbreak continues to unfold, it is becoming clear that the 
pandemic and the concurrent economic crisis are impacting women differ-
ently than men. Considering that women account for 70% of global health 
and social care workers, and that they represent a higher percentage of per-
sons in precarious, informal, or poorly paid work, they have come under even 
more pressure with the spread of the virus.

UN action on gender inequalities

Following the Coronavirus outbreak, UN Secretary General António Guterres 
and the Office of the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR) 
have issued a briefing paper that addresses the disproportional impact of the 
pandemic on women and girls. The document provides guidance on con-
crete measures that can be taken by governments to tackle issues such as 
domestic violence, the economic impact of the crisis, and health rights. The 
UN has also taken action to facilitate a dialogue between women’s rights 
defenders and policy makers as they continue to struggle for a place in the 
male-dominated task forces and committees created to shape the COVID-19 
response and recovery plans. Still, decision-making is not the only area where 
women’s work is underestimated. 

Women’s work is undervalued

Women’s work is often undervalued in the educational and care sectors. In 
certain regions, including the Asia-Pacific region, this challenge is more pro-
nounced given that they receive 15% less pay than men for the same work. 
In addition, other issues, such as the absence of paid sick leave and safety 
nets make it harder for women to make a decent living, which highlights the 
need for discussions on sustainable economic models that value all work in 
the post-COVID-19 period. That said, in many cases women cannot dedicate 
themselves to higher-paid jobs since they have to spend more time than 
men on unpaid housework, which is expected to remain a challenge even af-
ter the crisis ends.

Combating domestic violence

The gendered impact of the crisis, however, does not stop with economic dis-
parity. The issue of domestic violence that is, in itself, a pre-existing inequali-
ty in all parts of the world, has come into sharper focus with the widespread 
adoption of ‘stay at home’ policies. For some women, home is not a safe 
place, and in their case, confinement measures imposed by the governments 
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do not address their condition. 

In order to have a better understanding of the situation at hand, the UN spe-
cial rapporteur issued a call for information and data on violence against 
women, as well as its causes and consequences, to explore the increase in 
reports of domestic violence. That said, in certain countries, the unavailability 
of data impedes a clear overview of the real situation that women are facing 
when it comes to respecting the entire spectrum of women’s rights.
 
A system-wide approach to women’s rights

Reflecting on this system-wide approach, there is a need to approach gender 
inequalities by considering all women, including those with disabilities, vic-
tims of child marriages, and those from indigenous groups, given that they 
have been left out of COVID-19 policies. 

As part of this general approach, the safeguard of sexual and reproductive 
health, as well as the provision of necessary services and products, which 
have come under greater threat due to disruptions in the supply chain, is vi-
tal. 

Global perspective on gender rights

While gender inequalities remain common and large, the last couple of years 
have witnessed pushbacks against global efforts to strengthen women’s 

rights. In most cases, such practices can be attributed to ideology and con-
servative forces, and the current crisis poses an additional risk of hindering 
progress on women’s rights. Despite the fact that certain UN member states, 
including Mexico, stand at the forefront of gender equality, the UN Gener-
al Assembly needs to send a unified message on the role of women in re-
sponse to the pandemic. This message should avoid fragmentation, and re-
flect the unity that the international community requires in times of health 
crises.

Discussants:

Ms Michelle Bachelet (UN High Commissioner for Human Rights)

Ms Socorro Flores Liera (Permanent Representative of Mexico, UN Office 
and other international organisations, Geneva, Switzerland)

Monica Ferro (Director, UN Population Fund (UNFPA), Geneva)

Mr Mohammad Naciri (Regional Director, UN Women for Asia and
the Pacific)

Ms Dubravka Šimonović (UN Special Rapporteur on violence against
women, its causes and consequences)
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Contact Tracing and challenges
to privacy
This RightOn webinar brought together experts to discuss the use of technol-
ogies to facilitate contact tracing in response to the COVID-19 pandemic, and 
asked whether such approaches represented a risk to the right to privacy. A 
diverse range of perspectives on human rights law – including those of civil 
society, computer science, academia, and the telecommunications industry – 
informed the discussion.

The global COVID-19 pandemic clearly presents serious challenges to public 
health. The gravity of its impact across communities has encouraged swift 
responses in attempts to slow the progress of the disease, and find solutions 
that facilitate effective responses from public authorities to stem the rise of 
infections. 

From the outset, it was evident that the challenges to public health, present-
ed by the COVID-19 pandemic, have provided complex dilemmas and tough 
choices for governments, citizens and societies in establishing how best to 
protect citizens while maintaining the safeguard of our fundamental rights. 
However, the reactions and measures put in place have at times proven dis-
proportionate. Around the world, we have seen governments impose states 
of emergency and security measures with grave consequences for the rule of 
law and the protection of human rights. In Kyrgyzstan, for example, succes-

sive states of emergency severely limited access of detainees to legal counsel 
and due process, whilst in Vietnam provisions to quarantine those arriving 
from abroad were misapplied so as to infringe the rights to freedom of ex-
pression and freedom of peaceful assembly and association.

First ever widespread deployment of mass surveillance tools 
for public health

The pandemic represents the first situation on a global scale where the wide-
spread deployment of mass surveillance tools, linked to monitoring citizens’ 
interactions with each other, and possibly movements too, are being utilised 
in an attempt to prevent the spread of the disease. Can our institutions, such 
as parliaments, communications regulators, data protection authorities, and 
the courts of law effectively provide meaningful oversight to their operation? 

Many in advocacy and civil society spaces working to promote and protect 
the right to privacy in the digital sphere have highlighted a lack of transpar-
ency and accountability for those engaged in developing and implementing 
contact-tracing applications.
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As the discussion of  our guest experts acknowledged, efforts to develop 
monitoring capabilities and digital contact-tracing methods to stem the 
spread of the novel Coronavirus  are in part a response to people’s disquiet
at the impact confinement measures have had on the freedom of move-
ment. Moreover, restrictions have also interfered with the enjoyment of basic 
civil liberties, and the ability of citizens to engage in work to support them-
selves and their families. In this context, we also need to consider the very 
damaging effect that confinement has had for certain individuals at risk, 
such as women subject to domestic violence in their homes.

As such, portable device-based technologies that can facilitate our mobil-
ity during COVID-19 may also provide the vulnerable and the marginalised 
with capacities to better safeguard and protect their human rights. That said, 
these same individuals and groups may also be exposed to harm when the 
data collected and processed by these applications can be misappropriated 
or misused, representing a very real threat to their safety and security. For 
example, in certain jurisdictions same-sex relationships remain criminalised, 
and patterns of association between individuals could be used by authori-
ties, including law enforcement, to investigate their interactions. Persons who 
have been trafficked are also at risk in cases where the appropriation of their 
personal data that identifies their patterns of movement and relationships 
with others could potentially be used for extortion or coercion, for example by 
organised crime. These cases highlight the concern that data security and
effective oversight are of paramount importance.

Particularly interesting was the discussion at the beginning  of the webinar  
on the appraisal of the relative merits of co-opting and adapting technologies 
to the need for contact tracing. Questions were raised as to whether citizens’ 
concerns over surveillance and privacy would inhibit their adoption. Hesitan-
cies could severely limit the efficacy and utility of these apps to healthcare 
systems if insufficient data is collected for modelling purposes. Another con-
cern relates to the period of data retention for data collected by contact-trac-
ing apps, and whether this data might be misused for purposes including the 
profiling of human rights defenders, monitoring journalists, or identifying the 
associations between individuals within marginalised groups who may be 
subject to further discrimination.

Transparency is key to winning public trust

The debate underscored the importance of transparency and trust, partic-
ularly where the technical aspects of monitoring capabilities can inhibit citi-
zens from developing a well-informed understanding of the considerations 
that need to be taken into account when giving informed consent. Vital too 
is the need to apply the classic three-pronged test to establish the legali-
ty of any measures with respect to the implementation of the contact-trac-
ing apps: that their use is provided for by law; that their use is necessary in 
a democratic society; and that their functioning and operation are such that 
their use is a proportionate response to the effects of the COVID-19 pandem-
ic on public health. Crucially, a domestic framework for the protection of the 
rights to privacy and data protection cannot necessarily be taken as a guar-



antee that a citizen would be adequately safeguarded. In this respect, it is 
critical that we consider the quality of the legislation in place, and the provi-
sion of measures for oversight and mechanisms to ensure effective enforce-
ment of the law.

It is possible that the frameworks for the assessment of human rights impact 
stemming from the use of digital contact-tracing apps, and that they might 
need further refinement too if they are to be applied to the novel technolog-
ical innovations that are being developed at such a rapid pace. In addition, 
it is also apparent that many in our society are increasingly concerned as to 
whether the role of the larger tech companies is subject to sufficient scruti-
ny. A lack of accountability could further exacerbate inequality in terms of the 
power these businesses already yield in influencing our daily lives.

Another immediate concern was highlighted in relation to both the principle 
of data minimisation, and also in regard to the repurposing of location data. 
Location data can in essence act as a proxy for more sensitive categories of 
personal data as patterns of human mobility are highly individualised and 
may disclose information relating to a person’s sexual orientation, religious 
affiliation, or political convictions, for example. Issues regarding the sensitivity 
of  personal data relating to movement are, of course, complemented by very 
specific considerations that need to be taken into account when health data 
is being collected, processed, and retained.

We also need to consider that locational privacy constitutes a specific fac-
et of privacy that, to date, has been under-theorised and subject to relatively 
little analysis and debate. Far more thought needs to be given to the effects 

the use of tracing apps might have in interfering with other interdependent 
rights, such as the freedom of peaceful assembly and freedom of movement. 
It is only by careful deliberation, and by bringing together the knowledge and 
insights shared by practitioners and experts in the fields of public health, ep-
idemiology, computer science and industry, ethics and human rights laws, 
that we shall be able to effectively appraise the merit of adopting new tech-
nology-based approaches for defeating the scourge of the COVID-19 pan-
demic whilst also ensuring the protection of human rights of all in our com-
munities.

By Dr Jonathan Andrew

Research Fellow, Geneva Academy of International Humanitarian Law and 
Human Rights

Discussants:

Ms Nanjira Sambuli (Researcher, Policy Analyst, and Advocacy Strategist),

Ms Allie Funk (Research Analyst, Technology and Democracy, Freedom 
House),

Mr Paul-Olivier Dehaye (Founder, PersonalData.IO), 

Mr Joe Cannataci (UN Special rapporteur on the right to privacy), and Ms 
Jade Nester (Director, Consumer Policy, GSMA).
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From crisis to opportunity: How to build back 
better?
As the international community is preparing post-pandemic recovery pro-
grammes, increasing emphasis is placed on the urgent need to ‘build back 
better’ and to draw lessons from the COVID-19 crisis for building a more just, 
equitable, green, and peaceful world. 
 
A glimpse of the world we want to live in
 
Cleaner air and the recovery of certain animal populations during nationwide 
COVID-19 lockdowns and economic slowdown, offered us a glimpse into the 
world we want to live in. The destruction of the environment, including air 
pollution that kills between six and nine million people every year, has caused 
far more harm to human life than the Coronavirus. Moreover, an increasing 
number of people suffer from poverty and hunger which has further stressed 
the need to address societal unsustainability as we move from the crisis man-
agement phase towards the recovery process. 
 
The post-COVID-19 period presents governments with a huge opportunity 
to direct resources to sustainable development goals (SDGs) in a way that re-
spects people’s fundamental human rights and decreases the inequalities we 
see today. 
 

Changing the paradigm of growth
 
Even though for many years decision makers were led by the belief that all 
our challenges could be solved by economic growth and the redistribution 
of wealth, COVID-19 stressed the need to rethink this paradigm of growth. As 
part of the rethinking process, we need to find ways to incorporate environ-
mental and societal considerations into the new model of economic devel-
opment. Furthermore, the large sums of money governments injected into 
economies to prevent them from collapsing due to COVID-19, also need to be 
wisely allocated without omitting contributions to the social and ecological 
transition. 
 
The COVID-19 crisis gives us an opportunity to apply what we learned from 
mistakes during the 2008 financial crisis when response mechanisms failed 
to strengthen social security, when bailout aid was provided to corporations 
without any preconditions, and when austerity programmes were adopted to 
repay the public debt. Now, efforts should be dedicated to practices such as 
investing in a green economy, and allocating financial assistance to multina-
tionals that comply with human and labour rights. 
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Digital technologies and sustainability
 
As all things become digital, and the role of new technologies in the con-
text of sustainable development and a circular economy are gaining more 
ground. A report published by the Bern University of Applied Sciences (Ber-
ner Fachhochschule), before the COVID-19 crisis, on digitisation and the en-
vironment found that digital technology will have a much more positive im-
pact on the economy and the environment than on our private lives, politics, 
and society. Particular attention was paid to the repairability of digital devices 
that can contribute to a cleaner environment, as well as to teleworking that 
plays an important part in the reduction of travel and ultimately reduces car-
bon dioxide emissions produced by the airline industry. 
 
From words to action
 
In order to build back better, we need a global approach to recovery that re-
lies on the essential role of the UN and other multilateral forums. This new 
approach should be backed by a more critical engagement that is reform-ori-
ented and includes stakeholders beyond state actors so as to facilitate a bet-
ter division of responsibilities among actors.  
 

The current crisis has shown that an effective response is based on the state’s 
responsibility to respect human rights. Given that, most likely, COVID-19 is not 
our last crisis, state actors need to dedicate more efforts to respect human 
rights and their obligations under the 2030 Agenda, primarily because these 
very mechanisms provide populations with the tools to overcome such crises. 

Discussants:
 
Mr David R Boyd (UN Special rapporteur on human rights and the
environment)
 
Mr Markus Wüest (Head, Environmental Monitoring Section, Federal
Office for the Environment, Switzerland)
 
Mr Olivier De Schutter (UN Special rapporteur on extreme poverty and
human rights)
 
Ms Elizbeth O’Casey (Director of Advocacy, Humanists International)
 
Mr James Turpin (Chief, Prevention and Sustaining Peace Section,
Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR))
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How to prevent COVID-19 becoming a
humanitarian disaster in the context
of conflict situations, refugee and
IDP populations?
The COVID-19 pandemic is exacerbating the problems of persons living in 
situations of armed conflicts, and in particular those trying to escape from 
persecution, misery, and/or armed conflict, whether within or across national 
borders. Refugees and internally displaced persons (IDPs) are particularly vul-
nerable to the rapid spread of the Coronavirus because they can hardly com-
ply with measures of confinement and social distancing. 

The historical perspective of pandemics

In human history, two of the biggest pandemic calamities were the Bubonic 
plague and the Spanish flu which took place after WWI. From these previ-
ous pandemics, important lessons have been drawn, including expertise on 
public health policies and preventative measures, such as quarantine. These 
lessons have helped understand the dynamics of the current pandemic. That 
said, history has also shown us that refugees, IDPs, and other marginalised 

groups have faced the risk of being stigmatised as vectors of the pandemic.
In a broader context, specific attention has been paid to principles of non-dis-
crimination, participation, empowerment, and accountability that apply to all 
individuals including those with disabilities and persons in other precarious 
situations.

The role of host countries

In essence, COVID-19 is not only a health crisis, but a human rights crisis that 
has further aggravated the situation of IDPs and other displaced populations, 
which in turn threatens the possibility of any durable solution such as the re-
turn to places of origin, local integration, or settlement elsewhere.

Preventative measures such as mandatory quarantine for new refugee arriv-
als and rigorous border controls, have been successful in avoiding outbreaks 
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in refugee camps that could have catastrophic consequences since, in most 
cases, large families live in a single household and have limited access to 
medical supplies. 

Despite the fact that only 65% of refugees have access to the Internet and 
therefore lack accessibility to online schooling materials, as a precaution, 
schools were also shut down.  

Whereas the pandemic has placed an important strain on refugee and IDP 
hosting countries and their fragile health systems, there are a few success 
stories that should be applauded, and Jordan is one of them. Housing ap-
proximately 1.3 million Syrian refugees and 2.2 million Palestinian refugees, 
Jordan was successful in keeping the crisis under control, given that the 
country has, to date, had a total of 649 cases and 9 deaths. 

That said, the impact of the pandemic on the less physical aspects, namely 
mental well-being, have remained somewhat off the radar in the context of 
refugees and IDPs.

Mental health and social support for refugees and IDPs

An individual’s state of mind is the single most important factor which deter-
mines peoples’ survival and resilience, and as such is a decisive factor in any 
crisis and needs to be integrated from the very beginning as part of the re-
sponse package. The underlying reasons behind this is the fact that IDPs and 
refugees already struggle from a psychological perspective with being up-
rooted from their homes and countries, and that the COVID-19 crisis has only 
further exacerbated their mental well-being through disruptions of previously 
established social networks and structures.

Existing materials, such as children’s books about COVID-19 and guidelines 
provided by the psychosocial department of the International Committee of 
the Red Cross (ICRC), could help improve the mindset of vulnerable groups. 
Applicability of non-binding instruments

While more can be done along the lines of investing into local capacity devel-
opment and breaking stigma around the disruptive psychosocial effects of a 
crisis, non-binding instruments such as the sustainable development goals 
(SDGs) can add an additional layer to the responsibilities of states to protect 
individuals from vulnerable groups. While the SDGs are not strictly law, they 
play a large part in ensuring that no one is left behind, and they protect hu-
man rights implicitly. Similarly, the UN Global Compact on Refugees is not le-
gally binding, but nonetheless sets two key objectives: enhanced protection 
of refugees and fairer responsibility and burden-sharing. 
 
Discussants:

Mr Mohammed Al-Hadid (President, Jordan Red Crescent)

Ms Marriët Schuurman (Director, Stability and Humanitarian Aid, Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs, Netherlands)

Ms Cecilia Jimenez-Damary (UN Special Rapporteur on the human rights of 
IDPs)

Mr Cédric Cotter (Law and Policy Researcher, International Committee of the 
Red Cross (ICRC))

Mr Geoff Gilbert (Professor of International Human Rights and Humanitarian 
Law, School of Law and Human Rights Centre, University of Essex)
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Protecting the rights of older persons during the 
COVID-19 pandemic
Older persons rank high amongst groups that are most affected by the 
COVID-19 pandemic. Not only do they face higher threats to their rights to life 
and health, but preventative and response-related measures further deepen 
their social isolation, and the chance to exercise their rights and autonomy. 
This will all continue until their voices are heard, and their views are seriously 
taken into account.

Human rights and human dignity do not decrease with age

Even though human rights and human dignity do not decrease with older 
age, challenges such as basic protective equipment for older persons and 
their carers, as well as their access to basic necessities, including water and 
sanitation, have been brought into the spotlight by the COVID-19 crisis. Pre-
suming that COVID-19 is not the last health crisis that humanity will ever face, 
the pandemic has shown that society cannot act in a reactive mode. Sub-
sequently, the protection of human rights of older persons should be a top 
priority on the international agenda, and more efforts are needed to support 
older persons in enabling them to lead independent and autonomous lives.
Although such efforts are incorporated in international mechanisms, a com-
prehensive approach to the protection of their human rights is oftentimes 
missing from the picture. The voices of older persons vis-à-vis governments 

and other stakeholders need to be raised, and the UN’s convening power can 
be used to do so. The UN can also help forge partnerships, as was done in 
Serbia where the collaboration of state institutions and UN bodies, including 
UN country teams, helped secure the rights of older persons and other risk 
groups.

Older persons were left behind

This narrow view is, to an extent, one of the reasons why older persons were 
left behind during the pandemic and why they encountered many violations 
of their rights, including the right to life, the right to health, and the right to 
an adequate standard of living. Moreover, discrimination of older persons is 
rarely brought into question. Measures such as age-based confinement were 
considered ‘normal’, which would not have been the case if age was replaced 
with gender or race.

As the world comes out of the crisis, it will be important to make certain that 
such discriminatory practices against older persons do not spread to other 
aspects, i.e., access to vaccines or social-distancing measures that specifically 
target older workers.

27 May 2020



The response plan for COVID-19

COVID-19 response plans should therefore be based on three principles, 
namely, non-discrimination, dignity, and autonomy. Along these lines, health-
care providers should treat older people when they experience COVID-19 
symptoms, instead of turning them away. Secondly, to prevent discriminato-
ry practices, legislation that prohibits age discrimination should be enacted. 
While interventions such as the provision of health and care services during 
the pandemic should uphold dignity, the context itself needs to be reconsid-
ered. Dignity should not equal the protection of older persons, but rather re-
spect their autonomy. Lastly, older persons should have the freedom to make 
their own decisions, which in turn requires access to information so they can 
make informed choices in regard to the risks they face.

Data on older persons

Access to information is in itself a two-way process considering that data can 
equally help in the policy- and decision-making processes. Broadly speaking, 
data and demographics can help understand the scale of the pandemic, the 
affected localities, as well as the realities older persons face. Considering that 
there is a lot of variation from country to country regarding the proportion 
and number of older people, national governments have to identify their own 
models and approaches in order to have a clear perspective. Some of the ele-
ments that require specific attention are living conditions, including whether 

older persons have access to pipe-water and the Internet, if they are isolated, 
as well as their gender. In essence, ensuring that demographic data is avail-
able is crucial for assessing the preparedness and response to COVID-19.

Discussants:

Mr Klemen Ponikvar (Counsellor, Permanent Mission of Slovenia to the UN; 
Co-chair, Group of Friends for Rights of Older Persons)

Ms Claudia Mahler (UN Independent Expert on the enjoyment of all human 
rights by older persons)

Ms Bridget Sleap (Senior Rights Policy Advisor, HelpAge International)
Ms Nena Georgantzi (Policy Co-ordinator, Human Rights and Non-Discrimina-
tion, AGE Platform Europe)

Mr Rio Hada (Team Leader, Human Rights and Social and Economic Issues, 
Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR))

Ms Rachel Snow (Chief, Population and Development Branch, UN Popula-
tion Fund (UNFPA))
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Access to information and the safety of journal-
ists in times of crisis
In times when public authorities make decisions that affect public health, civ-
il liberties, and people’s prosperity, access to timely and reliable information, 
which is a crucial component of public health, provides the population with 
resources to understand, participate, and follow guidelines of health author-
ities. In addition, access to information fosters trust in public institutions and 
increases transparency and accountability.

Criticism is not a crime

The COVID-19 crisis exposed, in a very painful way, the connection between 
the freedom of expression and the public interest, and therefore the need for 
a robust legislation on the freedom of expression. 

Despite the fact that criticism in itself is not a crime and that the public has 
the right to counter inaccurate information about the pandemic, a growing 
number of attacks against journalists has been witnessed. 

The role of journalists has been crucial during the crisis considering that their 
work allowed us to see the human side of the pandemic and our recovery 
from it. Nevertheless, whether it was health information censorship, the with-
drawal of licences, Internet shutdowns, the inability to report on government 

responses or the nature of the pandemic, journalists have faced restrictions 
by being considered non-essential workers.

The safety of journalists

While journalists should be, at the very least, able to exercise their rights as 
much as they did before the crisis, if not more, the International Press Insti-
tute (IPI) has recorded around 335 violations against media workers in demo-
cratic and non-democratic regimes worldwide, including arrests and deten-
tions.

In order to combat such a negative trend, international and regional organi-
sations need to use all the tools at their disposal to pressure governments to 
address attacks on journalists, and in the most extreme cases, such as kill-
ings, to investigate.  Some examples of tools that would send a clear mes-
sage that no one can get away with violence against journalists include in-
dependent mechanisms that can provide technical and legal assistance to 
investigators and national authorities, non-politicised investigations, and the 
delivery of accountability (supported by strong political messages of the in-
ternational community and heads of state). .
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Consensus on the access to information?

In addition to violence against media workers, the criminalisation of disinfor-
mation in some cases has led to self-censorship and individuals being less 
willing to share important information about what they were seeing and ex-
periencing in their communities. 

This negative development proved to be rather challenging in developing re-
gions where it is particularly important to ensure that citizens trust govern-
ment institutions and their crisis management strategies. 

That said, the concept of ‘access to information’ can in itself be problematic 
since it can also refer to access to rumours and manipulative content, which 
in turn weakens the objective of access to timely and reliable information.
 
Discussants:

Ms Michelle Bachelet (UN High Commissioner for Human Rights)

Ms Agnes Callamard (UN Special Rapporteur on extrajudicial, summary, or 
arbitrary executions)

Ms Fatou Jagne Senghore (Director, West Africa, Article 19)

Ms Barbara Trionfi (Executive Director, International Press Institute (IPI))

Mr David Kaye (UN Special Rapporteur on the promotion and protection of 
the right to freedom of opinion and expression)

Mr Christophe Deloire (Secretary General and Executive Director, Reporters 
Without Borders)

Statements delivered by:

Ms Leslie E Norton (Permanent Representative of Canada to the UN)

Mr Robert Muller (Deputy Permanent Representative of Austria to the UN)

Ms Monique Van Daalen (Permanent Representative of the Netherlands to 
the UN)
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Business, the economy, and livelihoods in a 
COVID-19 world
The COVID-19 pandemic and related national ‘lockdowns’ have placed a huge 
strain on many businesses as well as national economies. Some businesses 
have reacted by doing all they can to protect jobs, health insurance, and live-
lihoods, while others have sought to cut costs with little thought for the im-
pacts on human rights. 

Global solidarity for recovery

What may be obvious for some, labour rights (which are human rights) bear 
even greater importance in times of crisis since they are the underpinnings 
that lead to the sustainable recovery of societies.

In this recovery process, state authorities have an important role to play for 
two main reasons. First, the measures that were adopted by governments 
have had a considerable impact on the demand and supply of products and 
services. Secondly, authorities have the necessary means and infrastructure 
to move from early response to the health and economic recovery phase.
While countries with strong social security systems and the ability to preserve 
short-term jobs are in a much better position in terms of recovery, developing 
and emerging economies are in a much bleaker situation given their lack of 
funding, infrastructure, and social security. Their recovery process very much 

relies on global solidarity for building back better in a sustainable way. In 
line with this, the International Labour Organization (ILO), for instance, has a 
four-pillar approach to stimulate economy and employment, give support to 
enterprises, jobs, and incomes, offer protection to workers in the workplace, 
and encourage social dialogue.

With digital technology towards a new social contract

The crisis has shown that access to technologies is not only fundamental to 
the exercise of human rights, but is crucial for the objective of leaving no one 
behind. Much as they have enabled everyone to stay connected and monitor 
the spread of the pandemic, the information technology industry can make a 
greater contribution in the recovery process.

In order to live up to this role, it will need to scale up efforts so as to facilitate 
the emergence of a new social contract. To this end, tech companies should 
focus on co-operation with state institutions and non-profit organisations 
in order to facilitate capacity building and training in digital skills for under-
served populations, prepare them for new jobs, and ultimately promote the 
right to decent work in the twenty-first century. 

10 June 2020



Corporate social responsibility cannot be cosmetic

To succeed, tech companies and, more broadly, the private sector, will need 
to embrace their corporate social responsibility which, in the face of the pan-
demic, has shown that it does not tolerate cosmetic measures. Whereas reg-
ulations, investors, and trust are essential external factors that bear impor-
tance for the readiness of the private sector with regard to recovery, the crisis 
highlighted the need for new business models that incorporate human rights 
into core business operations. This, however, may prove to be a rather chal-
lenging task considering that a relatively large number of companies (with 
a few exceptions such as the fashion industry) lack the know-how on how 
to implement human rights in their corporate decision-making and supply 
chain management. 

Talking or walking the talk?

Nevertheless, the lack of know-how is not always the reason why companies 
fail to incorporate human rights in their business strategies. When faced with 
a trade-off between human rights and profit, companies have a tendency to 
favour the latter. This is particularly challenging for small and medium-sized 
enterprises (SMEs) that often face pressure from multinationals to act as if 
human rights are not important, but in the meantime lack capacity and sup-
port. The COVID-19 crisis has brought into focus this lack of willingness to play 
by the rules which in itself is not a recent occurrence. Despite growing con-
cern, the concept of business and human rights has made fairly slow prog-
ress and still requires a cultural transformation (i.e., how businesses work, 
information on corporate thinking, and how society relates to business). To 
address this challenge, a much broader notion of human rights that encom-
passes issues such as climate change and anti-corruption should be consid-
ered instead of the current granular approach that focuses on particular as-
pects of human rights.

Smart ways of regulating businesses

When it comes to regulating businesses to ensure that they are compliant 
with human rights laws, taxation, and restrictions on accessing financial aid, 
though relevant, are not always effective. The current situation offers a win-
dow of opportunity to devise legislation and measures applicable to compa-
nies with regard to the implementation of human rights. Moreover, transpar-
ent recovery packages could also help states impose certain requirements on 
businesses to comply with human rights, as well as to reduce carbon emis-
sions and preserve employment. 

Discussants:

Ms Dorothée Baumann-Pauly (Professor, School of Economics and Man-
agement, University of Geneva)

Mr Michael K Addo (Professor and Director, Law Program, London Global 
Gateway, University of Notre Dame)

Ms Elin Wrzoncki (Department Director, Human Rights and Business, Dan-
ish Institute for Human Rights)

Mr Jean-Yves Art (Senior Director, Strategic Partnerships, Microsoft)

Ms Deborah Greenfield (Deputy Director General, Policy, ILO)
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