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From the details that have emerged from Naushero Feroze so far, it appears that
someone with the appropriate credentials must take a long hard look on the law
enforcers' crowd management methods. It is a matter of judicial inquiry to determine
whether the force used was necessary or proportionate in the circumstances. Such a
probe should be initiated without delay.

HRCP has welcomed steps to investigate the circumstances of Aftab Ahmed's death,
and also demanded a probe to determine why a number of apparently healthy people in
Rangers' custody develop serious health conditions or even die. It is vital that the
Karachi operation, initiated in a bid to confront lawlessness, does not start mimicking
the tactics of those it was supposed to bring to justice.”

Focused monitoring by HRCP volunteers in around 60 districts across six regions of
Pakistan has documented several cases of attacks or explicit threats against political
activists in the first four months of 2014. (See table)

Attacks or explicit threats against political workers

Region Jan Feb Mar Apr Total
Balochistan 1 2 0 1 4
Sindh 4 1 1 1 7
KP 0 1 2 2 5
South

Punjab 0 0 0 0 ¢
FATA 3 1 0 4
Gilgit

Baltistan 1 0 0 1 2
Total 9 5 3 5 22

In the crosshairs

Owing to the fact that certain political parties had militant wings, as well as the general
rise in militancy in the country, political workers have been regularly targeted of late.

Ahead of the 2013 general elections, a more systematic targeting of political activists
was noticed when militant extremist groups mowed down leaders and activists,
particularly of three mainstream political parties: Pakistan Peoples Party, Awami
National Party and Muttahida Qaumi Movement.

Attacks on these parties hampered their ability to effectively campaign or otherwise
participate in the elections.

In view of the many challenges faced by political activists, HRCP demands that their
protection must be prioritized by bringing to justice the none-state actors that target
them and also ensuring that agents of the state are trained on treating all citizens,
particular political activists in view of their vital role and contribution in a democratic
society.
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Flagging violence against political activists

Political participation is an indispensible component of the democratic dispensation. It
is considered a key human right based on the premise that the only way any society can
function properly and progress is if it works in a manner which allows every individual a
voice and a say in the political process and in the decisions that affect her or his life. Itis
a lesson of history that wherever hurdles have been created in political participations,
individuals in that society also cease to function in a democratic manner and people
resort to violence in a bid to be heard.

Unfortunately, politically motivated violence has been rampant in the country in the last
few years, especially in Karachi and the conflict-hit regions, Balochistan, FATA and
parts of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa. But it is fair to say that no part of the country is completely
immune from such violence. As far as Karachiis concerned, a number of political parties
have been blamed for keeping their militant wings to maintain control in turf wards in the
port city. Violence in Karachi has peaked in recent years as workers of all major political
parties have been targeted. Up to 356 political activists lost their lives in Karachiin 2012
alone. In a press statement, a former Sindh home minister claimed that more than 150
Pakistan People's Party (PPP) workers had been killed in targeted operations in
Karachiin 2012.

Itis equally unfortunate that the threats to political activists come not just from non-state
actors but also state agents and security forces.

When protectors become violators

In the first week of May Human Rights Commission of Pakistan (HRCP) expressed
serious concern alarm over law enforcement personnel abducting from Naushero
Feroze, Sindh, and detaining without any charge for 10 days Kehar Ansari, who is an
activist of Jeay Sindh Qaumi Muhaz (JSQM)

HRCP also condemned in the same week death of Muttahida Qaumi Movement (MQM)
worker Aftab Ahmed, who had been in the custody of the paramilitary Rangers force and
was taken to a hospital, where he died.

Ansari, who is also a lawyer, had been picked up by law enforcement personnel from
Naushero Feroze. His disappearance ended 10 days later when he was thrown from a
vehicle in a critical condition in Jamshoro.

Based on the information that HRCP was able to gather, Kehar was under great mental
stress and unable to walk.

On the same day HRCP condemned the death of Irshad Channa, who was among six
JSQM activists injured in firing by law enforcement agency personnel on May 2 during a
JSQM sit-in at Naushero Feroze Bypass to press for Kehar's recovery. Channa was
hospitalized first in Nawabshah and later moved to Karachi where he died. A case was
registered against 500 participants of the protest in Naushero Feroze and raids were
being made to arrestthem.

Beyondrecovery

HRCP has strongly condemned such actions by those supposed to protect and uphold
the law. It continues to emphasize that demand for justice in Kehar's case must not end
now that his abduction has come to an end. The authorities have a duty to ensure that
those involved are identified and brought to justice.
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Christian Colony and eight Christians losing their lives in the fire. In both cases, the minority
community pointed out the readiness with which higher police officials registered cases
under Section 295 of the Pakistan Penal Code (PPC) — the authorities have claimed in the
past that they do so to pacify agitated mobs.

The 2013 rampage through Joseph Colony, Lahore in which more than 100 Christian
homes were torched is another example of how the state was unable to protect citizens who
were known to be vulnerable after blasphemy charge was leveled against a member of the
community. Here two the police felt compelled to register a case under the blasphemy
provision to placate the mob. Although many police officers were injured in the ensuing
clashes in an attempt to prevent the mob from setting the neighbourhood on fire, those who
lost their homes voiced a general feeling of resentment towards the government's apathy in
the matter.

A year later, Ahmadis were targeted in Gujranwala, after being suspected of blasphemy —
eight houses were burnt, three female members of the Ahmadi community, including two
minors, were Killed, and many others were injured. Again, the police allegedly played the
role of a passive bystander instead of managing the situation.

Towards the end of the same year, a Christian couple was beaten near-death and then
burnt alive in a brick kiln in Kot Radha Kishan, Kasur over being allegations of desecration
of the holy Quran. Several policemen who had reached the kiln were beaten up and failed to
save the couple. It was asserted that the couple was ensnared into the charges over awage
dispute, and eyewitnesses to the incident continue to be harassed on court premises.

2015 saw an arson attack at an Ahmadi-owned chipboard factory in Jhelum. A day later a
subsequent attack on an Ahmadi place of worship was carried out in the same area despite
the deployment of a large number of police officers. The fact that the mob was able to break
through the police cordon which had been placed there specifically to safeguard it may be
interpreted as a lack of effort or a lack of competence. The situation could be brought under
control only after a contingent of the army was called in.

Following the Mandi Bahauddin fatwa over rumours of blasphemy in May 2016, the police
defused a potentially explosive situation by taking swift action. Senior police officials
seemed to actively pursue the case and despite having registered a case on the charge of
blasphemy, worked with the local Muslim and Christian communities to control the situation
through a combination of political acumen and coercive force.

While it can be hoped that all future incidents involving religious minorities or religious
sentiments will be afforded the same degree of care, it would be wise to examine whether
this attitude change is a passing phenomenon or represents something more substantial.
Does it have more to do with the will of specific senior officials or is there change or greater
interest or commitment across the board? It is difficult to feel too reassured about things,
because the underlying policy framework remains unchanged.

On the back of a solitary case, itis difficult to claim a change in the authorities' approach and
assume greater commitment and zeal to protect citizens against faith-based violence. At
the same time, it is important to underline that when the authorities take it upon themselves
to confront intimidation from zealots it does make a difference.

The authorities must learn from past mistakes and prepare to tackle faith-based intolerance
or violence in a proactive and systematic manner. Ideas may be drawn from other
jurisdictions where criminal charges are brought against public officials whose failure to
perform assigned duty results in the loss of life or property. This ensures that inaction, or
worse, is averted from the outset.
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Faith-based violence

Learning from mistakes to improve responses

It has been argued that religious minorities have faced some degree of faith-based
discrimination throughout Pakistan's history, but their plight appears to have clearly
worsened inrecent years.

Both the state and non-state actors have been blamed for this situation. There has been
criticism that through the Objectives Resolution (1949) and subsequently the Constitution
of Pakistan (1973) the state has tinkered with the notion of equality of all citizens, effectively
giving precedence to the majority faith over all others.

The discrimination in favour of Muslims has empowered the majority at the cost of multiple
religious minorities and has been accompanied by the rise of religious zealotry and
intolerance in a land where different faiths had long coexisted harmoiously.

The 2014 Supreme Court judgment in a suo motu case regarding the challenges facing the
religious minorities has listed the numerous difficulties that citizens from minority faiths
have had to deal with and ordered measures to address those. In fact, that judgement
reproduced the entire opening section of the freedom of religious belief chapter of the
HRCP annual report to indicate key human rights concerns.

However, after the massacre of schoolchildren in the Army Public School attack in
Peshawar in December 2014 and particularly in the post-National Action Plan (NAP)
Pakistan, there seems to have been some instances where the response of the authorities
has been a departure from the past, especially in cases of mob violence over alleged
blasphemy or desecration of scripture. While the NAP itself seeks to proscribe hate speech,
sectarianism and bigotry, much of the action has been reactive rather than proactive. The
authorities have failed to learn from past experiences and the more fundamental issue of
intervention aimed at protecting religious minorities on the ground remains unaddressed.
There are many who have stated that the state's response remains inadequate even after
the NAP, however in at least one or two instances some changes have been noticed,
particularly in terms of the urgency with which law enforcement agencies have been
mobilized.

In early May this year, the police successfully averted a potential disaster by taking swift
action in Mandi Bahauddin, Punjab, after a fatwa was issued against a Christian youth over
alleged blasphemy. While every single instance where faith-based violence or intimidation
is confronted is worthy of note, it is equally important to assess how much can beread into a
single instance. Perhaps a comparison with some of the previous incidents might help
understand the perspective.

To some, accounts of the 1997 burning of the village of Shanti Nagar, Khanewal, over
alleged desecration of the holy Quran reveal not just the mismanagement but at times the
hostility of the local and district police towards the area's residents. While some of the
victims have attributed the incidents in Shanti Nagar to the all-Christian village's relatively
better economic status compared to nearby Muslim-majority villages, many point to the
inability or unwillingness of the police to prevent mob violence that saw half of the village
being burnt to the ground. The newly elected government at the time faced scathing
criticism internationally for failing to act and hurriedly paid for reconstruction efforts.

Similarly, following rumours of desecration of the holy Quran in Gojra, Toba Tek Singh, in
2009, the inaction of the local police resulted in torching of scores of houses and a churchiin
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Those convicted by military courts allegedly belonged to various groups accused of being
involved in incidents such as the attack on Army Public School in Peshawar; an attack on a bus
carrying members of the Ismaili Muslim community near in Karachi; an attack on a bus carrying
Hazara Muslim pilgrims in Mastung; and other violent attacks against law enforcement
agencies. Some of the cases have been added in the table below.

Laws authorizing the trial of civilians and the proceedings in military courts are incompatible
with international standards, which require that those accused of any criminal offence—no
matter how heinous—are guaranteed a fair trial by an independent, impartial and competent
tribunal. Article 14 of the ICCPR states that “everyone shall be entitled to a fair and public
hearing by a competent, independent and impartial tribunal established by law.” The UN Human
Rights Committee has made clear that the right to a fair trial before an independent and
impartial court under Article 14 of the ICCPR applies to all courts, whether ordinary or
specialized, civilian or military and highlighted the serious problems the trials of civilians in
military courts entail.

The civil society and rights groups were greatly dismayed when, following the withdrawal of the
informal moratorium on executions, the Supreme Court of Pakistan upheld the legality of
military courts and thus failed in its role as the guardian of human rights of the people. However,
during scrutiny of appeals, the Supreme Court has ordered stay of execution or overturned the
decision of the military courts on in a number of cases, which has offered renewed hope that the
courtwould play its role when fair trial and due process rights are threatened.

The way forward

Much of the blame for the executions resuming at such great speed can be laid at the doorstep
of those governments who continued to extend the informal moratoriums in biannual
installments without bothering to explain to the populace the reason for suspending executions.

Meaningful steps should now be taken to initiate a discourse on putting a moratorium on death
penalty which would later lead to abolition of capital punishment altogether. That sort of
discourse has been nonexistentin the last few years.

Civil society organisations have repeatedly reminded the authorities that instead of
compromising the rights of the accused for the sake of speedy trials through military courts, or
greater conviction rate, key issues responsible for letting terrorists and other criminals evade
accountability in civilian courts must be addressed. The quality of investigation and prosecution
and protection of judges, prosecutors and witnesses are particular areas that needed to be paid
attention to.

The government needs to clarify its policy on executions, particularly with reference to juveniles
and ensure in its implementation that Pakistan does not fall short of international standards and
that a generalized resumption of executions does not violate Pakistan's human rights
obligations.

There is an urgent need for the government to introduce safeguards in instances where the
mental or physical ability of the convictis in question.

Whether the current policy of generalized resumption of executions is an expression of
hypocrisy or lack of clear thinking in the corridors of power, it clearly reflect poorly on Pakistan's
approach to an important human rights violation. It is vitally important that Pakistan start
respecting its commitments and the right to life itself and rethinking its policy of going for wiping
out the death row population without engaging on issues of vital importance that capital
punishmentraises.
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International standards and commitments

Pakistan has continued to impose the death penalty for offences that do not meet the threshold
of the “most serious crimes”, to which the death penalty must be restricted under international
human rights law. Pakistan ratified the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights
(ICCPR) in 2010, committing to be bound by its provisions. Article 6 of the ICCPR guarantees
the right to life and requires that states that have not yet abolished the death penalty must
restrict capital punishment to only the “most serious crimes”. The “most serious crimes” in
Article 6 of the ICCPR have been interpreted very restrictively. However, in Pakistan, capital
punishment is prescribed for 27 different offences. Most of these offences do not meet the
threshold of “most serious crimes” under the human rights law criterion, signifying that
Pakistan's death penalty regime operates in clear violation of Article 6 of the ICCPR.

Juvenile offenders

The 21st constitutional amendment and the corresponding amendments to the Army Act, 1952
did not expressly exclude juveniles from ftrial before military courts. These over-broad
amendments created the possibility that the requirement under the Juvenile Justice System
Ordinance (JJSO), 2002, whereby juvenile courts shall have exclusive jurisdiction to try
individuals below 18 years of age, could be overridden in certain terrorism-related cases. HRCP
has demanded that the government must clarify and ensure that in implementing the law,
individuals who were under the age of 18 at the time of the alleged crime must not be tried in
military courts, not least because a trial before such a court would violate Pakistan's obligations
under international law. Under ICCPR, the Convention on the Rights of the Child, which
Pakistan ratified in 1990, as well as the UN Standard Minimum Rules for the Administration of
Juvenile Justice (Beijing Rules), juveniles are entitled to all internationally recognized fair trial
guarantees that apply to adults, as well as special care and additional protection.

The issue of juvenility in the context of capital punishment was brought to the fore a number of
times since executions resumed.

Rights groups and civil society have expressed concern that a large proportion of children in the
country are not registered at birth and age determination techniques remain rudimentary.
Courts have pronounced and confirmed death sentences on juveniles based on visual
assessment by the police and refused to take into account evidence of juvenility.

HRCP has expressed dismay at the 'almighty rush' to hang a convict even when a claim has
been made that the convict was a juvenile at the time of commission of the alleged offence. It
has emphasized that whenever such a claim has been put forward, be it at the trial, appeal or
execution stage, the normal process should be suspended until all doubts are removed
regarding the age of the offender.

Military courts and fair trial

The system of military justice established a year and a half ago has placed Pakistan in clear
violation of its constitutional due process guarantees and international standards on respect of
the right to life, the right to a fair trial, and the independence and impartiality of the judiciary. The
military courts had until January 2016 concluded the trials of 64 people, finding the defendants
guilty in 40 cases. Out of these, 36 people have been sentenced to death and four given life
sentences. The fate of the 24 people not found guilty by military courts has not been disclosed
and it remains unknown whether they have been acquitted and set at liberty; whether they are
still being detained for other charges; or if their cases have been transferred to other courts.
Around a hundred cases are still pending before the various military courts in the country. The
procedures adopted by military courts in Pakistan, including the referral of cases to military
courts, lack transparency and adequate information about the operation of military courts is not
publicly available. This secrecy in itself contravenes the rule of law.
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Pakistan rejoined the ranks of the 36 countries that actively practice capital punishment after
the informal moratorium in place since late 2008 was withdrawn in response to the 2014
Peshawar attack, supposedly to allow for execution of those convicted of terrorism-related
offences. In doing away with the moratorium, the government seemed to indicate that it was
convinced that capital punishment was the only effective way to deal with the menace of
terrorism and militancy. Following the resumption of executions, the government also signed
the 21st Constitutional Amendment Bill and the Pakistan Army Act 1952, which allowed the
establishment of military courts to try civilians suspected of terrorist offences.

Execution data

Executions have been carried out at an alarming rate since the hangings resumed in December
2014, and they have certainly not been confined to those convicted on terrorismOrelated
charges.

The pace of executions in the year 2015 was such that Pakistan was counted among with the
most prolific executioners in the world, besides Iran, Saudi Arabia and China. As per the
monitoring by the Human Rights Commission of Pakistan (HRCP), 327 death row convicts were
hanged during the year 2015. In 2016, as many as 60 executions had already taken place by
May 10. According to estimates, among these only a small proportion of those executed were
convicted for terrorism-related offences. The 2015 figures on executions in Pakistan were the
highest ever recorded since HRCP started monitoring the death penalty and its application in
the country. A detailed list of executions since the moratorium was lifted in December 2014 until
is provided on the HRCP website, http://hrcp-web.org/hrcpweb/executions-in-2015/.

The following chart provides a trend of convictions and executions since the year 2004 till 2016.
It is evident that soon after executions resumed in 2014, the pace of hangings has risen to
alarming levels.

Executions and convictions in Pakistan (2004 - 2016*)
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Even a cursory glance at the facts and figures for executions for almost a year and a half calls
into question the narrative of withdrawing the moratorium on the death penalty to tackle
terrorism.
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that they wished to withdraw the case.

The widespread violence against women in the name of so-called honour brings to light the vulnerable
POS_ItIQn of women in society and the threats they face for daring to have a say in important decision affecting
heir lives, including matrimonial choice. The incidents show how women often have to pay with their lives
simply because of baseless notions of 'defaming' the family.

Our society has not come to this Pass overnight and rulers past and present, including the current bickerinﬂ
lot, have a lot to answer for, not least because of their failure to confront or push back strongly enoug
against tabhorrent crimes in the name of 'honour' and indeed addressing the perceptions or place of women
insociety.

Amidst a weak and biased criminal justice system, lack of societal support for women and largely ineffective
laws, the recommendations by the Cll serve as an attempt to add insult to injury. However, in a bid to
balance things, the 'model’ draft pronounced that women should not be murdered'in the name of honour.
These provisions of the draft are unnecessary, because they are covered by criminal law and
constitutionally acknowledged human rights provisions for decades.

The irony of calling the ClI propositions 'women protection bill' should not be lost on anyone. One is also
likely to inquire why the ClI's obsession with women, its attempts to ensure subservience of women and to
keep them from attaining equal standing in society, have not been called into question so far.

Different forms of abuse, violence and exploitation of women at the family, communit¥, workplace and state
levels are exacerbated by diverse and complex factors. This not only reflects that the state has failed to
E)rotect the rights of women but also that it continues to tolerate and condone violence perpetrated against
hem. In these circumstances, there has been no indication of a comprehensive plan of action to improve
the lot of the women in the country. A zero tolerance policy must be adopted across all systems, sectors,
structures and settlnﬁs, formal and informal, without any loopholes or caveats. There should be clear and
comprehensive mechanisms in place to prevent violence against women instead of merely concentrating
efforts to protect and rehabilitate women victims once violence has been committed.

HRCP also hopes and expects that the draft bill will be condemned unreservedly by all segments of society,
especially by the government, and that those choosing to stay silent or to support the regressive
recommendations would be judged for their stance.

Considering the absurdity of the proposals presented by CIlI every now and then, many of their
recommendations have not been taken seriously. The recent 'advice' also exposes the mindset of the

zealots occupying the Cll, who HRCP has demanded should be removed from their posts immediately. In
fact, HRCP has stated that the body itself is redundant in the presence of adequate constitutional provisions
that rule out the enactment of laws contrary to Islam and itis high time that it was disbanded.
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Dishonour crimes in selected districts across six regions - 2015

Region Jan Feb Mar Apr May Jun Jul Aug Sep Oct Nov Dec Total
Balochistan 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 2 2 4
Sindh 6 8 7 2 8 4 9 14 7 5 8 5 83
KP 5 4 8 10 6 6 14 6 10 14 11 6 100
South Punjab 1 8 6 5 10 5 6 8 8 ! 5 8 74
FATA 0 0 1 1 1 1 1 2 1 3 0 0 11
Gilgit Baltistan 3 4 2 1 5 7 7 3 6 6 50
Total 15 24 24 22 26 21 32 37 33 29 32 27 322

Some of the cases, from the year 2015, mentioned below should suffice to provide an understanding of the
everyday perils faced by women in Pakistan.

. In January, a 20-year-old woman in Mooladad village of Jacobabad was killed by her brother. She
was married eight months earlier and her husband had started working as a labourer in Saudi Arabia six
months ago. The victim's brother suspected that she was having an affair with a neighbor. On the day of the
incident, the brother saw the neighbor

walking in the street while talking to [, " o .
someone on the phone near the victim's |~ Ihe propositions put forth by the CII epitomise violent

house. The perpetrator inquired who he i i i i
was talking to on the phone and alleged patriarchy and a conservative morality that aims to

that he was talking to his sister. When a | subjugate women and perpetuate their oppression. The
quarrel erupted, the brother went inside the ; e ; ;
house and shot and killed his sister. Cll, through its propositions, encourages violence against
women by condoning domestic abuse. It discounts the
. In Gilgit, a woman who had | heinous nature of domestic violence which leaves women

divorced her first husband and married ‘incarcerated in their own homes, held captive by violent
another man went to visit her daughter's

home in February. At night her two sons | men who happen to be their loved ones,” the Awami
from her previous marriage, along with four ' L

of her nephews, dragged her out of the O e [P R D S R
house and stabbed and killed her. They
accused her of having a bad character and
humiliating the family by remarrying.

J In Buner, two girls from the same family in village Akhoon were shot dead by one of their cousins
over the suspicion that they were having an affair. The girls had reportedly gone out of the house and
returned late at night. Their cousin allegedly suspected that they had gone to meet a man. He opened fire on
them when they returned, killing them both. He escaped later. The father of one of the victims lodged a case
against the perpetrator who was arrested by the police.

. In Naseerabad, in May, a man
strangled his 12-year-old daughter and

rswihsOtb?ontﬂekrill%ﬂehgtra%g?aigrpv?/;irgog rranr:aclj' “The ClI's proposal contravened fundamental rights
and was reportedly going to his fields when | available to women in the Constitution. It violates
Cv(ietﬁa:Irse(ljaatﬁ/%gt,eE)g:thtﬁéngg&;ﬁé?lggg international laws and treaties Pakistan has signed and is
asked her who the man was. When she told ' bound by. In light of Article 25 of the Constitution that

mgmmglﬁ ’;?J;‘ﬁg‘]‘gg H];t Poe(\j\ézstﬁ gﬁagr\}vbeonr{ upholds equality of all citizens before the law, the proposed

home to get his gun. When he came out, he | bill adds no value to the rights of women,” said the Punjab
found the alleged paramour standing in the .

street. The perpetrator shot and injured the | COmmissionon the Status of \WWomen.

neighbor, who managed to run inside his

house where his brother took him to the

hospital on a motorbike. The perpetrator and his accomplices gave chase and shot both
the brothers dead 20km from Civil Hospital.

o In June, a man in Multan set fire to his wife after throwing gasoline on her while she was sleeping,
killing her. He suspected that she was having an affair. The accused was arrested but was released later
after a compromise was reached between him and the family of the deceased, which intimated the police
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Who's afraid of women getting a dignified
place in society?

While violence against women
has been a constant in Pakistan,
the magnitude of the problem
and its intensity has intensified
with the passage of time. Even a
cursory glance at recent
statistics shows that although
the nature of violence has varied
geographically, no region has
been immune to horrific cases of
abuse and violence against
women. Considering only one
category of violation, the
dishonour crimes, that has been
reported as a constant violation
across regions throughout the
year 2015, offers insight into the
scale of excesses and crimes
committed against women in
Pakistan. The Human Right Commission of Pakistan's (HRCP) media monitoring database has recorded
987 cases of dishonour crimes in 2015 with 1,096 female victims and 88 male victims, out of which at least
170 were minors.

The deep disdain for women by larger society is already manifested by the incidents of violence against
women in the form of dishonor crimes, child marriages, acid attacks, stove burnings, widespread
incidence of rape and gang-rape, and domestic and sexual abuse. In an environment, which is
undoubtedly hostile towards women, one is bound to wonder why anyone should consider it necessary to

further encourage or justification infringement of the

Lawyer and human rights activist Asma  "ights of women.

Jahangir condemned the ClI proposal,  vet sych encouragement to further subjugate women

saying that it amounted to “the humiliation | was reflected in the recent 'model' women protection bill

of women". proposed by the Council of Islamic Ideology (Cll), in

which it has openly recommended violence against

women, in addition to other regressive, illegal or

redundant advice. As much as the HRCP wanted not to

dignify withany comment the ridiculous CIl recommendations regarding 'light beating' of women, it is
imperative that every right-respecting person must condemn such counsel unreservedly.

The 'model' draft was developed as a response to the women protection bill adopted by the Punjab
legislative assembly in March 2016. The Punjab bill would establish a system of protection, relief and
rehabilitation of women when violence has already been perpetrated against them. Despite only being a
reactionary measure to a crime which is preventable, the Punjab women protection bill received harsh
criticism, mainly from men belonging to various segments of the society, particularly the conservative
clerics and religious leaders. The mere first step to protect women from violence was criticized for being
an attempt to make Pakistan a '"Western colony', and a measure that would not only result in 'damaging
the cultural fabric' of society but also 'spiking the divorce rate'.

Focused monitoring by HRCP monitors in around 60 districts across six regions of Pakistan has
documented cases of dishonour crimes, many of which slipped under the media radar.
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May 3: Freedoms that define a free society

Freedom of the press is a concept and a practice that goes to the very core of any democratic
society. The direct and intrinsic linkage between human rights and press freedom was reaffirmed
nearly seven decades ago, in Article 19 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, which
proclaimed the freedom to "seek, receive and impart information and ideas through any media
regardless of frontiers".

Although the United Nations affirmation of press freedom and freedom of expression dates back to
the early days of the organization, the UN General Assembly instituted World Press Freedom Day
only in December 1993.

The day has been celebrated every year since then to
commemorate this important freedom, which is of

particular significance to Pakistan especially because of

the safety and security threats to media workers. By any .

yardstick, Pakistan has been among the most dangerous )

countries for journalists since the turn of the century. \

Impunity for perpetrators of violence against media
workers has been the norm and only perpetrators of a few
cases of violence have been brought to justice.

Other challenges that the news media faces in Pakistan
include state-ordained censorship and threats and

intimidation that forces journalists to practice self- VV Id P
censorship. In May this year, the Supreme Court or ress
expressed disappointment with Pakistan Electronic and

Media Regulatory Authority's apparent pursuit of Freedom Day

censoring vulgarity and obscenity while allowing programs
which promoted sectarianism and fascism.

There have been new attempts to curb freedom of expression and information in the country, the
most noticeable one being the proposed cyber crime legislation being deliberated upon in the
Senate that has the civil society up in arms.

The Human Rights Commission of Pakistan (HRCP) believes that freedom of expression is not a
right exclusively for journalists, butis the entitlement of all citizens. It also believes that a free society
is one where speaking one’s mind does not invite threats and violence. If a free society then is one
where itis safe to be unpopular, Pakistan certainly does not qualify.

Some of the more recent examples of citizens being deprived of their lives for speaking their mind
include Punjab governor Salmaan Taseer and former federal minister for minority affairs Shahbaz
Bhatti. There have been numerous threats and attacks against political activists and leaders, human
rights defenders and civil society organizations on account of their stance on arange of issues.

Then there are religious scholars like Javed Ghamidi who had to leave Pakistan after facing threats
when his supposed progressive interpretation of religious issues angered radical elements.

Observance of World Press Freedom Day on May 3 is a reminder and an important occasion for all
stakeholders in Pakistan to reaffirm the principle of the freedom of opinion and expression and for
raising awareness of its indispensability for the health and well-being of civil society.

Back title: courtesy official UNESCO website
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