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ANTI-RACISM MEET A “CELEBRATION OF TOLERANCE AND DIGNITY”  

By Kanaga Raja, Geneva, 27 April 2009
The Durban Review Conference concluded its five-day session on Friday afternoon, with the UN human rights chief Ms Navi Pillay underlining that the conference had proved to be "a celebration of tolerance and dignity for all."

 

The anti-racism conference got underway on Monday but stuttered somewhat over the controversy surrounding the address by Iranian President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad at its opening high-level segment. It however recovered its footing on Tuesday by adopting the draft outcome document of the conference three days before its scheduled conclusion on Friday.

 

On Friday, the conference adopted its final report and heard closing statements from the regional groupings as well as Ms Pillay, who is also the Secretary-General of the Conference, and Mr Amos Wako, the President of the Conference.

 

In her closing statement, Ms Pillay said that the adopted outcome document was a carefully balanced and yet meaningful outcome enshrining a common aspiration: to defy racism in all its manifestations and work to stamp it out wherever it may occur.

 

The document reaffirmed the centrality of freedom of expression and stressed its compatibility with the prohibition of incitement to hatred, thereby reconciling these two equally fundamental principles of international human rights law.

 

"We will be leaving this hall tonight with a sure sense of accomplishment, with renewed and re-energized determination and purpose," said Ms Pillay. "Such determination and experience will sustain the work ahead of all of us: the hard work of delivering on our pledges; the urgent task of giving concrete effect to the conference's outcome; the imperative of erasing the age-old shame of racism."

 

In his closing remarks, the president of the conference said that the conference outcome represented "another concrete and bold step in advancing the global struggle against racism, racial discrimination, xenophobia and related forms of intolerance," following the World Conference on Racism that took place in Durban in 2001.

 

Adopting the outcome document well before the conclusion of the conference "sent a clear message to sceptics that the world remains united as we wage this struggle, a struggle that requires the participation of all who care about promoting the rights of all individuals and communities," said Mr Wako.

 

Speaking at a media briefing earlier on Friday, Ms Pillay said that the draft outcome document adopted by consensus on Tuesday is a "good document".

 

She said that she had to face "a widespread, and highly organized campaign of disinformation". Many people, including Ministers with whom she spoke, told her that the Durban Declaration and Programme of Action, agreed by 189 states at the original World Conference Against Racism in 2001, was anti-Semitic.

 

She said that it was clear that "either they had not bothered to read what it actually said, or they were putting a cast on it that was, to say the least, decidedly exaggerated."

 

Referring to the fact that many others had labelled the entire Durban process as a "hate fest," the human rights chief called this characterization a "hyperbole" and a "gross exaggeration."

 

She said that if people actually read the Durban Declaration and Programme of Action, they would have realized that it includes a paragraph which says that "the Holocaust should never be forgotten".

 

It includes two paragraphs that denounce "anti-Semitism and Islamophobia", and one paragraph which mentions the suffering of the Palestinians, their right of self-determination and the security of all States, including Israel, and two paragraphs calling for peace.

 

"And I could not get these corrections published in some important newspapers, particularly in the US, who used the word hate fest without checking these paragraphs."

 

But already, the propaganda machine is starting to wind up to term this conference a failure, a "hate fest and all the rest of it," the High Commissioner noted.

 

"This is extraordinary. Yet no one has really written up the true story of this Conference - a strange rough and tumble affair full of smoke and mirrors, I must admit, yet very definitely a success story, with plenty of good will as well as plenty of bad will of the type I have described just now."

 

Because of this campaign that was so determined to kill the conference, some countries decided to boycott it, although a few days earlier, they had actually agreed on what is now the final text, she said.

 

"I consider this bizarre. You agree the text on Friday evening, and walk out on Sunday. I think, it was unfortunate that a few states disengaged from the process. Although almost all of them had agreed this text, they are not part of the consensus that adopted it," said Ms Pillay.

 

(Some ten countries had either boycotted or walked out from the conference. These included the EU members the Czech Republic, Germany, Italy, the Netherlands and Poland. The others were Australia, Canada, Israel, New Zealand and the United States.)

 

"I do hope they will come back into the process now. They can still add their names to the list of 182 states that have adopted the outcome document. And by the way, Iran is part of that consensus. When the final call came, Iran did not oppose the text," she told journalists.

 

Ms Pillay also hailed the regional and political groups for making concessions regarding the outcome document, noting, for example, that the Arab countries accepted that neither Palestine nor the Middle East are mentioned in the text.

 

"... no individual state is completely happy with this document but collectively, they are all happy with it," she added. 
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