Speech of the Honourable Rama Valayden,

Attorney General and Minister of Justice and Human Rights.
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Date: 10th December, 2005

It is a great honour for me this morning to address this
distinguished audience on the occasion of the International Day for
Human Rights, fifty-seven years after the adoption of the Universal
Declaration of Human Rights by the United Nations. The
declaration has not been dimmed by the passage of time. It
remains a vital source.

Human rights day is not confined to Mauritius. It is a wide
concept. It concerns all Human Beings. We must also be careful
not to make the distinction between civil and political rights on the
one hand and the economic social and cultural rights on the other
hand. The Vienna Declaration and Programme of Action affirms
that “all human rights are universal indivisible and interdependent
and interrelated”.

The declaration however will amount to a little more than an
aspiration as long as economic social and cultural rights are not
protected and promoted. The National Human Rights Institutions
have a great role to play to correct the fallacy of treating one set of
rights as inferior to the other set of rights so that they can
implement economic, social and cultural rights in the political and

social contexts in which they operate.



Distinguished Guests,

Ladies and Gentlemen,

We must not forget that every hour 1200 children die.

Ten million children every year do not live to celebrate their fifth
birthday.

There wars/terrorist attacks round the world.

The genocide case in Rwanda alone — 1 million people was
killed.

The fact that millions are deprived of Basic Political Rights.
Others are in prison because of their opinions.

Millions die because of no access to basic health care system...

5 million died of AIDS...

For all those who have no rights/ who are dying | appeal to you to

stand up and have one minute of absolute silence...in memory.

Distinguished Guests,

Ladies and Gentlemen,

| believe that there could not have been a better way of

commemorating this anniversary than by launching on this very



day the National Strategy for Human Rights in the Republic of
Mauritius, with the invaluable assistance of the United Nations

through UNDP Mauiritius.

Distinguished Guests,

Ladies and Gentlemen,

Before | go any further, allow me to state that | do know that
this National Strategy for Human Rights will not be devised by me
or by Government. It will have to be drafted through a consultative
process and will have to take on board the views and suggestions
of all stakeholders, including especially those of members of civil
society and non-governmental organisations but also those of
Government, public officers, members of the Judiciary and
academics. Due consideration will have to be given to National
Strategies developed in other countries. Particular emphasis will
have to be laid on catering for the requirements of vulnerable

groups and individuals.

Allow me, however, to share with you some of my thoughts
on what should shape the National Strategy. My approach to
human rights is, if | dare say so, not unlike that of former United
Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights, Ms Mary Robinson,
who stated that “human rights belong to people, human rights are
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about people on the ground and their rights”. She went on to state
that she would take a “bottom-up” approach in promoting human
rights, an approach which reflects the first words of the United
Nations Charter, “We the Peoples” and the philosophy of this

Government, “PUTTING PEOPLE FIRST"

I would wish therefore to start by empowering grass-roots
movements to encourage entire communities to know, demand
and defend their rights. | have, for months now, been toying with
the idea of using existin g Citizen Advice Bureau facilities, social
centres and municipal facilities and staff to promote awareness of

human rights and their relevance to the daily lives of people.

| hope that the National Strategy will involve harnessing
modern tools of communication, such as websites on the Internet
and text messages by mobile phones, to promote and disseminate
human rights. It has also been said by successive Governments
that one effective way of increasing awareness of human rights is
by making human rights education become an integral part of
school curricula, in order to inculcate a human rights culture in
Mauritian citizens from their very tender age. Consultations were
recently initiated by my colleague, the Honourable Minister of

Education, on changes to be brought to the school curriculum and



| know (hope?) that due consideration will have been given to

integrating human rights education in the curriculum.

Training is an ongoing process and all public officers,
including police officers and prison officers, should be given
regular training courses on human rights, focussing on their duties

and responsibilities both as public officers and as citizens.

| am pleased that the Strategy will give public officers the
opportunity of helping to define key issues in the field of human

rights and look forward to receiving their views.

As in other areas, Government cannot do it alone.
Partnerships will have to be developed between central and local
government and non-governmental organisations (NGOs) with a
view to identifying ways of enhancing respect, promotion,

protection of human rights.

My past involvement with NGOs leads me to think that NGOs are
particularly effective in the field of fighting for and promoting the rights
of women and children. We have welcomed and will continue to applaud
the benevolent militantism of PILS in pressing for the rights of people
with HIV/AIDS and hope to be able to work with other NGOs focussing

on rights of vulnerable groups.



Distinguished Guests

Ladies and Gentlemen

It is this Government’s commitment to see to it that the National Strategy
assists in the consolidation of democracy and improving effectiveness
and transparency and this can be achieved by strengthening civil society
participation in governance processes. Action will have to be taken at all
levels to create an enabling environment at not only national level but
equally at regional level in order to achieve sustained economic growth
and sustainable development and support African efforts for peace and
security, respect for human rights and fundamental freedoms, including

the right to development and gender equality.

| strongly believe that the National Strategy should address
the health sector as well. It is imperative that financial support be
mobilized to develop and strengthen health systems that aim to
promote equitable access to health care services as well as make
available necessary drugs and technology in a sustainable and
affordable manner to fight and control communicable diseases
including HIV/AIDS.

On the other hand, in line with the Millenium Development
Goals, it is more vital than ever to achieve food security and

eradicate poverty.

It is widely recognized that effective poverty reduction is not
possible without empowerment of the poor. The most fundamental
way in which empowerment can occur is through the introduction
of the concept of rights itself but rights in turn demand

accountability and transparency.



Distinguished Guests,

Ladies and Gentlemen,

The Judiciary has the duty to uphold our fundamental rights
as enshrined in the Constitution of Mauritius and the independence
of the judiciary ensures effective protection of human rights. We all
know that the Supreme Court of Mauritius, in particular, has not
hesitated to rule in favour of the citizen when the latter’s
constitutional rights were being or were likely to be violated.
Members of the Judiciary would, however, be the first to welcome
further training in human rights and | hope that the National
Strategy will help address any demand in this area. We may, for
example, look into innovative ways of affording training in human
rights to our Judges and Magistrates by encouraging exchanges
between our Courts and the Constitutional Court of South Africa or

other regional courts.

Distinguished Guests,
Ladies and Gentlemen,

“‘Charité bien ordonnée commence chez soi” goes the
saying. | could not end my wishful thinking on the contents of the
National Strategy without referring to my own Ministry, the Ministry

of Human Rights, and its role in the process.



Firstly, | would like to see dedicated professional and non-
professional staff in my Ministry dealing exclusively with human
rights files. Right now, my human rights officers also double up as
prosecutors and legal advisers of Government and | often wonder
whether they do not feel any conflict of interest, or torn by
competing considerations! | would like to think that this is not often
the case.

The Ministry of Human Rights does not have a single cent,
and | hope that we can rely on assistance from UNDP Mauritius
and friendly countries to set up a Human Rights Centre which will
be a model of its kind in the region. However | have talked with my
good friend the Minister of Finance who of course will correct this
injustice by the next budget. The Human Rights Centre which
would be located in central Port Louis and close to the Supreme
Court would be equipped with state-of-the art and user-friendly
research and documentation facilities for the use of one and all. It
would also have conference rooms to host regular talks and
conferences by local and international resource persons. The staff
of the Human Rights Centre would be permanently involved in
advancing and promoting human rights and would have the task of

mobilising all strata of society for that purpose.

As one of my heroes, himself an ardent human rights activist,
once said: “l have a dream”. | hope that these few ideas | have
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shared with you are not unrealistic and can be implemented. |
invite all those who will be involved in the development and
implementation of the National Strategy for Human Rights in the
Republic of Mauritius to bear in mind that the future of human
rights lies in our own hands. We must all, citizen and State alike,
take responsibility for the effective realisation and protection of
human rights.

But as minister who not only dreams but determined to make
things happen: | will fail in my duty if | don’t take before you today
some firm commitments and these commitments and these
commitments they are in the forms of 10 pledges.

MY TEN PLEDGES

SO THAT HUMAN RIGHTS DAY NEXT YEAR WILL NOT BE THE
SAME.

1. See to it that the National Human Rights plan of action become
a reality.

2. A budget and a staff for the Ministry of Human Rights.
3. Transform with the help of the government and private sector
the ancient District Court building of Port Louis into the National

Human Rights Centre.

4. Set up of a branch of the ministry of Human Rights in
Rodrigues.

5. Harness all the energies of my ministry to remove all
discriminations against women in all our laws.

6. A calendar for activities for year 2006-2007 on top of the
National Plan which will be launched by end of January 2006.

7. Publicise the constitution of Mauritius and the Human Rights
Charter on a wide basis(translation in Kreol and also in Braille)



8. Bring into the National Assembly(which form part of our
Government Programme) the following bills
e Equal opportunity bill
e Freedom of information bill
e Data protection bill
e A new body to look into police brutality
e To implement Mackay Report
e Family court
e Special division of the court to deal with sexual offences
e Mechanism to protect witness more particularly
children/victims of rape.
e A bill to deal with all issues of AIDS.

e A bill to review the mental laws.
9. Amend the law so that civil debts will not lead to prison

10. To have a council of inter-generation Parlement des Enfants.

A key factor remains the active engagement of individuals and
groups throughout Mauritius who are motivated to stand up for the
principle set out in the first Article of the Universal Declaration. It
states that all human being are born free and equal in dignity and
rights. Lets all be glad that we can be part of celebrations around
the world today which unite us in our aspiration to make it a better

home and safe.

Happy Human Rights Day to all.

| thank you for your patience.
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