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Human rights should become 'the rules of the road': Mary Robinson
The legally binding framework of human rights must become part of 'the rules of the road' of a more values-led, ethical globalisation benefiting all people.

Former President of Ireland and UN High Commissioner for Human Rights, Mrs Mary Robinson, said at the University of Melbourne last week.

Mrs Robinson, who recently completed a five-year term in the sensitive UN post, told an audience of 500 people that taking human rights seriously means, first and foremost, holding governments accountable for the legal commitments they have made.

"But in an age of globalisation, taking human rights seriously also means thinking in new ways about our individual and shared responsibilities for their realisation," she said.

Mrs Robinson was delivering the University of Melbourne Chancellor's Inaugural Human Rights Lecture at the culmination of an international conference - Immigration and Human Rights: European Experiences and Australian Resonances - organised by the University's Contemporary Europe Research Centre (CERC).

International human rights workers and academics met at the conference to analyse Australian and European responses to one of the most challenging issues of our age - large numbers of people moving across borders and the implications of this for human rights.

Mrs Robinson said non-government organisations increasingly took a rights-based approach in their work, publicly criticising governments that did not keep promises to protect human rights. She cited this as progress toward a stronger role for the UN and its covenants and conventions on human rights.

"While few would question that the primary responsibility for protecting human rights remains with national governments, there is increasing recognition that if human rights are to be implemented effectively it is also essential to ensure that obligations fall where power is exercised, whether in the local village or in the international meeting rooms of the WTO, the World Bank or the IMF," she said.

Mrs Robinson identified international migration as a key area in which human rights concerns needed to be given more weight, indicating that several countries in Europe shared similar concerns to Australia about illegal immigration - including refugees and asylum seekers.

She declared herself supportive in principle of the 'managed migration' practice of the Australian Government, but said she had concerns for the way in which refugees were treated in Australia.

She said that except for Aboriginal people, who had been here for more than 60,000 years, Australians had come here within the past 220 years, many fleeing famine and political conflict in Ireland - her homeland - in the 1840s.

"How do Australians now judge this history against present realities?" she asked. "A holistic, human rights approach to addressing the problem of illegal migration recognises the place for law enforcement, but also recognises its limitations."

Mrs Robinson described policy on illegal migration and the plight of asylum seekers as complex, saying that Australia did face a problem: "It's your problem and it needs addressing."

Other speakers at the conference were Mr Wolfgang Grenz, from Amnesty International in Germany, who discussed Germany's handling of refugees, and Mr Paul Scheffer, a public commentator from the Netherlands, who discussed the need for borders in open societies.

Dr Robert Horvath, from the Department of History, who was a speaker at the conference, says it was timely given that human rights and immigration are now two of the most vigorously contested issues in a world of fast-disappearing borders.

According to Dr Hovarth, never before have victims of human rights abuses been able to defend themselves with such powerful legal instruments and the protection of international civil society.

"But the global human rights offensive has coincided with a global refugee crisis. The defiance of the borders of oppressive states, in the name of human rights, has coincided with a new preoccupation with 'border protection' in the democracies, against asylum seekers.

"Many policymakers and politicians have tried to keep these two problems apart, so this conference really tried to explore the interrelationships between human rights and immigration, both in Europe and Australia," he says.

Professor Leslie Holmes, Acting Director of CERC commented that he was very pleased to recieve sponsorship support from several key organisations in the Europe-Australia relationship, including the Goethe Institut, the National Europe Centre at ANU, the Contemporaty European Studies Association of Australia, the Royal Netherlands Embassy and the University's own Australian Centre.

For more information about the conference speakers and papers presented, visit CERC online at: http://www.cerc.unimelb.edu.au/
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