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Distinguished Committee Experts,

Thank you for taking this time to speak with us. This statement is based on consultations with the authors and endorsers of the joint NGO alternative report “The choice of reforms”.
 Unfortunately, none of the members of Pakistani civil society that co-wrote the report were able to make it to this session. We had invited five members to participate in this event, but none of them were able to get a visa in time, due to the stricter visa requirements.

The endorsing organisations welcome the steps that are taken by the Government of Pakistan towards stronger protection of human rights. We pledge our support to the implementation of new human rights policies. We also welcome the intentions of stronger cooperation with civil society and international human rights mechanisms. During the Universal Periodic Review of Pakistan, the Government pledged to invite Special Procedures to the country. We would highly welcome a visit by the Independent Expert on Minority Issues.

Pakistan has been enriched by various religious and cultural traditions and by ethnic and racial identities. However, ethnic, linguistic, national and religious minorities and scheduled castes continue to experience multiple forms of discrimination in areas of civil, political, economic, social and cultural rights. 

The alternative report provides information about the groups that fall under the Convention, de jure and de facto forms of discrimination, and general trends that add to discrimination in present-day Pakistan. 

Regarding de jure discrimination, especially worrying are the discriminatory legislation and policies that are still in place. These include the constitutional definition of ‘minority’, the Blasphemy laws, articles 246 and 247 of the Constitution regarding the Tribal areas, and the Frontier Crimes Regulation. There is also no definition of discrimination in Pakistan’s legislation and no reliable demographic information. 

De facto discrimination persists against religious minorities. Despite official protection, there is still deeply rooted prejudice in practice, resulting in exclusion, discrimination and violence.
De jure and de facto discrimination also persists against the Scheduled Castes of Pakistan. IDSN will present more details about this type of discrimination in their statement.

Women are affected most by all forms of discrimination in Pakistan. Especially women belonging to minorities, including scheduled castes, religious minorities, and indigenous women, experience multiple forms of discrimination.

In spite of years of military and dictatorial rule, there are still very strong structures and organs in Pakistan that can potentially protect human rights and combat discrimination. These include the media, the judiciary, and human rights defenders. Unfortunately, all of these structures are insufficiently protected and are some times even directly threatened by the Government of Pakistan: Journalists that report on human rights are harassed, tortured, and killed; Judges and lawyers risk administrative or criminal sanctions if they investigate enforced disappearances or other human rights violations; Human rights defenders face criminal charges, harassment and detention. Especially non-Muslim and women human rights defenders additionally face violence. 

Pakistan is in grip by religious extremism and talibanisation of society. This phenomenon is adverse to notions of tolerance, respect for diversity, multiculturalism, and universality of human rights. The years 2007 and 2008 saw massive bloodshed by bomb blasts, assaults, and armed clashes, notably in the North West Frontier Province and Federal Administrated Tribal Area. The ethnic groups in these areas, including Pakhtuns and several indigenous communities do not receive enough protection from the Government, especially since the constitutional framework of Pakistan is not applicable in these areas.

Due to the failure of the government to effectively address talibanisation, Pakistani authorities have increasingly engaged in detaining terrorism suspects without warrants and holding the detainees incommunicado for long periods, in some cases for years, without bringing charges or releasing information on their whereabouts. These practices have resulted in thousands of involuntary disappearances. The ethnic group of Balochs have been the main victims of involuntary disappearances.

Finally, I would also like to comment on two of the points from the list of issues. 

First of all, Pakistani civil society reports that a census is scheduled for this year. Until now, indigenous peoples and ethnic minorities have maintained that the system of the census is unjust and does not provide an accurate reflection of their numbers. Also, Minority Rights Group International, in their report to this Committee ‘redressing a history of neglect’  points out that in the absence of such information, Pakistan cannot effectively implement the Convention and redress racial discrimination of different ethnic groups.

Second, relating to refugees, I would like to highlight the situation of the increasing number of Afghan refugees in the North West Frontier Province. They live in extreme poverty and do not have access to legal protection.

Thank you.
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