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Opening Statement by Head of Delegation, Senator Samina Mumtaz Zehri, during Review of Pakistan's twenty-fourth to twenty-sixth periodic reports on the Implementation of International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination 
(8 August 2024)

Distinguished Chairperson of the Committee, Country-Rapporteur for Pakistan, and Experts of the Committee.

I have the honor to present Pakistan's twenty-fourth to twenty-sixth periodic reports on the Implementation of the International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination (ICERD)

This report was prepared through an inclusive, consultative process involving all national stakeholders, including relevant civil society organizations and NGOs. 

My country has a long association with this esteemed Committee. We are proud that Pakistani stalwarts such as Mr. Agha Shahi and Mr. Anwer Kemal have served the Committee with distinction. 

As one of the first ICERD signatories of the Convention, Pakistan remains fully committed to eliminating racial discrimination in all its forms and manifestations. 

Pakistani society comprises a motley of ethnic, religious, and cultural groups. We are a people constituted from the interaction between these successive waves of migration and local inhabitants over the centuries.

Crosscutting patterns of linguistic, ethnic, and religious lines preclude straightforward interpretations of race and color. 

In a diverse social, ethnic, and linguistic society, issues that can potentially cause social strife and strengthen ethnic biases can arise and require delicate management.  

The Government continues strenuous efforts to ensure that development benefits reach all its citizens without distinction and discrimination. 

The constitution, particularly after the 18th Amendment, enshrines equitable sharing of resources between different provinces, devolution of key public service delivery areas, and strengthening grassroots representation in the form of local government institutions. 

Distinguished Experts of the Committee,

The report under consideration by the esteemed Committee addresses several recommendations made by the Committee following the previous review in 2016. 

I will briefly highlight the progress demonstrating our commitment to aligning our legal and policy architecture and actions with the Convention and this Committee’s advice.

· For instance, after the 25th constitutional amendment, Federally Administered Tribal Areas (FATA) were merged into Khyber Pakhtunkhwa (KP) province. The region enjoys the uniform application of all laws and the Constitution, which addresses an important observation made by the Committee in the last review.

· I am also pleased to inform the Committee that, in line with its previous recommendations, the government has completed the enormous task of conducting the country's census in 2023. This was Pakistan’s first-ever digital census, and the current population of Pakistan stands at approximately 241 million. According to the results, the population of key religious minorities in Pakistan has increased. The population of Hindus went up from 3.59 million in 2017 to 3.86 million in 2024; the population of Christians also increased from 26.42 million to 33 million.

· There has also been significant progress on the Committee's previous recommendation to strengthen the National Human Rights Institution. I am proud to convey to the Committee that this year, the National Commission for Human Rights (NCHR) of Pakistan has been accredited as an A-status National Human Rights Institution by the Global Alliance of National Human Rights Institutions (GANHRI), the largest network of national human rights institutions in the world. The NCHR received a total of 2455 complaints in 2018 – 2023.  Of these, 2301 have been disposed of, and 154 are in process.

· The report also provides detailed information on government actions that correspond with the Committee's observations on the need for action against hate speech. This work continues to progress in response to an evolving social landscape. In 2023, the Federal Investigation Agency registered 85 cases of hate speech. During the same year, the Pakistan Telecommunication Authority (PTA) initiated 4047 requests to international social media companies to block hate content directed at minorities. Over the past five years, 144 cases of hate speech have been registered by the provincial law enforcement authorities.

· Similarly, the government has undertaken efforts to review the National Curriculum, keeping in view Pakistan’s rich cultural diversity catering to several religious minorities that freely practice their faith.

· We are cognizant of concerns of the human rights community regarding episodic incidents of violence that impact religious minorities. The government takes serious note of such incidents of violence against any minority group. In the Punjab province alone, the government has deployed 364 security personnel permanently for the protection of places of worship of non-Muslims. During special minority religious festivals, temporary deployment of security personnel exceeds 11,000.  In Sindh province, where a significant Hindu minority resides, the provincial government has allocated PKR 900 million to construct and renovate Hindu Temples in the last financial year.
· The State is fully committed to preventing misuse or abuse of the blasphemy law. Blasphemy law in Pakistan is non-discriminatory as it deals with offenses against all religions and applies to Muslims and non-Muslims alike. Generally, the blasphemy law is misunderstood in that it only protects Muslims. The fact, however, remains that it equally protects all Pakistani communities regardless of their religious beliefs. Over the past six years, 276 cases of blasphemy were registered, of which there have been nine convictions only.
· The government has been sensitive to the need to provide legal aid, an issue raised by the Committee during the previous reviews. Pakistan has enacted the Legal Aid and Justice Authority Act 2020. Moreover, in pursuance of the Act, paving the way for funding legal aid, the provinces are also taking steps in the same direction.  

· Addressing bonded labor and protecting workers' rights from minorities and other vulnerable groups remains a priority for the government. Several institutional measures have also been taken at the provincial level. For instance, during the year 2023, over 50,000 labor inspections were carried out in the country. The Government has also developed cooperation with the International Labor Organization to strengthen interventions that help address concerns about violations of the rights of workers from minority groups.

· As requested by the Committee, our national report provides information on the representation of ethnic and religious minorities in Government jobs. There are reserved seats for religious minorities in the National and Provincial Assemblies and the Senate. Religious minorities benefit from a 5% reserved quota in government jobs. Measures have also been taken to combat discrimination in job recruitment, such as banning "Christian-only" conditions for sanitation workers. Members of minorities also serve at senior levels in the Civil Service and the Armed Forces.

· I also wish to highlight that our criminal justice system is vigilant regarding forced conversions and marriages. If any individual case is reported by the media or through aggrieved parties, institutional mechanisms and courts take the matter very seriously and conduct proper administrative and judicial inquiries to ensure justice. There are only five registered cases from Sindh province. The courts have strictly acted against underage marriages. Since our last review by this Committee, provinces have enacted legislation to regularize personal laws of minorities, such as the Sindh Hindu Marriage Act 2016.

· Members of religious minorities benefit from the Government’s social welfare schemes, such as the Benazir Income Support Program. The Ministry of Religious Affairs and Interfaith Harmony allocated Rs. 105 million for the Minorities Welfare Fund for FY- 2023-2024

Distinguished members,

The Committee, in its previous recommendations as well as the list of themes for this review, included the issue of Afghan refugees in Pakistan. Let me emphasize that no country can match the generosity with which Pakistan has hosted over 4 million Afghan nationals in full honor and dignity for over four decades. Hosting such a large refugee population requires international cooperation, burden, and responsibility sharing. We continue to seek international partnerships in this regard. 

The recent visit of Mr. Filippo Grandi, the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees in July 2024, is a testament to our commitment to working closely with the international community to advance this shared objective.

At the same time, Pakistan also faces grave security and economic challenges. The government's Plan to repatriate illegal aliens is consistent with international law and practice and an exercise of Pakistan’s sovereign right to regulate its borders. 

Distinguished Experts,

Combating discrimination and protecting human dignity remains at the core of our work in implementing our obligations under the Convention. 

I will briefly share some thoughts in this regard.

In our domestic legal framework, clear constitutional and penal provisions strictly prohibit and criminalize the offense of discrimination and its propagation. 

The term “Discrimination” is adequately covered and considered within the legal and administrative frameworks of the country.

Chapter 1 of the Constitution of Pakistan lays down the framework for protecting the Fundamental Rights of all its citizens “without any discrimination.” Several Articles of the Constitution, including Articles 9, 25, 27, enshrine these protections.

Domestic laws, such as the Pakistan Penal Code, which is based on English Common Law, stipulates penalties against perpetrators of discrimination. 

Pakistan’s superior judiciary has also referred to the ICERD provisions in several high-profile judgments. 

Since our last review by the esteemed Committee in 2016, several measures have been undertaken to protect minorities’ rights, uphold the independence of the judiciary, conduct training/awareness-raising campaigns for law enforcement/judicial officers, enact free legal aid for vulnerable groups, and so forth. 

In this regard, I would like to highlight a few key areas.

Some of the laws enacted by the federal and provincial assemblies during the reporting period include the Hindu Marriage Act 2017, the Enforcement of Women's Property Rights Act 2020, the Protection of Journalists and Media Professionals Act 2021, the Transgender Persons (Protection of Rights) Act 2018, the ICT Rights of Persons with Disability Act 2020, and the Anti-Rape (Investigation and Trial) Act 2021, among others.

In 2020, the government updated the existing National Action Plan for Human Rights to make it more comprehensive and address any previous gaps. 

Also, in 2020, the Government launched a Human Rights Awareness Program (HRAP) to educate and sensitize the public and office bearers about international human rights commitments and our follow-up actions.

In addition to the existing Treaty Implementation Cells (TIC) at the Federal and Provincial levels, the Government has launched the ‘National Mechanism for Reporting and Follow-up’ project based on the United Nations guidelines and best practices.  

As part of our efforts to develop data-driven policy interventions and strengthen the implementation framework, a Human Rights Management and Information System (HRIMS) was established at the Federal and Provincial levels in 2021 for data collection on human rights indicators regularly. 

The Government has instituted wide-ranging measures to promote inter-faith harmony and peaceful co-existence in the country. 

Pakistan’s Electronic Media Regulatory Authority has also issued an advisory to all TV cable operators and media houses to remain vigilant and immediately report any content that is aimed at inciting religious discrimination and violence. 

District Vigilance and Interfaith Harmony Committees have been established to monitor the state of religious sites and advance peaceful coexistence through the involvement of religious leaders. 

As part of these efforts, Pakistan proudly inaugurated Gurdwara Darbar Sahib Kartarpur in 2019, which is understood to be the world’s largest Sikh Gurdwara. The same year, Pakistan reopened a 1000-year-old Hindu temple in Sialkot, which had remained closed for 70 years.

As home to several ancient Buddhists sites, Pakistan continues to welcome religious pilgrims belonging to Buddhism. 

Distinguish Experts of the Committee,

Pakistan’s engagement with international human rights machinery reflects our commitment to strengthening the international normative framework on racial discrimination. Pakistan actively participated in the Durban World Conference and Durban Review Conference, held in 2001 and 2009, respectively. Ever since, we have actively participated in the deliberations of all Durban mechanisms. Besides, we have been cosponsors of resolutions in the General Assembly and Human Rights Council regarding global efforts to combat racism.

Similarly, our delegation actively participates in and profoundly values the work of the Ad Hoc Committee on the elaboration of complementary standards negotiating the additional protocol to the ICERD. 

Distinguished Experts of the Committee,

Like all other nations, global geopolitical and economic trends also affect Pakistan and its society. The conflict in the Middle East, food and energy inflation, rising demands for public health services, disinformation, and hate advocacy impact all shades of Pakistani society. 

We understand that advancing human rights is not a one-time exercise but a long-term commitment that entails sustained institution-building, legal reforms, and policy revamping. 

We recognize the human rights challenges and the enormity of the remaining work. This candid acknowledgment is part of our democratic ethos. 

Our dialogue with the esteemed Committee is a part of that long journey. It has helped us move forward, and I have presented several areas of progress already made.

Lastly, I would like to introduce the members of my delegation, which includes Senator Khalil Tahir Sindhu, Mr. Allah Dino Khowaja, Secretary, Ministry of Human Rights, Amb. Bilal Ahmad, Permanent Representative, Amb. Zaman Mehdi, Deputy Permanent Representative and other officers from the Mission.  

We look forward to an enriching discussion today, and I am confident it will enable us to continue making progress.

Thank you.
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