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Opening Remarks by Mr. Anisul Huq, Hon’ble Law Minister at the 3rd Cycle of Universal Periodic Review (UPR) of Bangladesh on 14 May 2018 at the Human Rights Council in Geneva 

Mr. President 

Excellencies, 

Ladies and Gentlemen 

Let me begin by quoting the first article of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights - “All Human beings are born equal in dignity and rights.” 70 years ago, when this historic document was adopted, our forefathers dreamt of a world where every human being will be treated equal in dignity and rights, irrespective of his or her race, colour, religion and status. 

Although the world has come a long way in achieving human rights for all, regrettably discrimination and human rights violations are far from being abolished. People in many parts are treated with cruelty and exterminated based on their racial and religious identity. Intolerance and hatred defines course of politics in many societies. Nations turn their eyes away from refugees and homeless people. Some analysts call it a post–human rights era. 

In such a global context, I take pride as I represent Bangladesh, which has opened its border for the forcibly displaced nationals of Myanmar. 

Excellencies, 

The people of Bangladesh having experienced discrimination, displacement and genocide in its birth time, has remained respectful to human rights in all circumstances. Despite constraints our people embraced the helpless Rohingyas who had been forced to flee from their homes in Myanmar. Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina has personally stood beside the most persecuted people of the world. 

We have been providing temporary shelter to about 1.1 million Rohingyas who are victims of worst kind of human rights violations in Myanmar. Among them 700,000 have entered Bangladesh since 25 August 2017. We are providing them with all kinds of basic services with support from the international community. The humanitarian agencies have been given full access to Cox’s bazar where the Rohingyas are staying in the world’s largest camp. The government has been expediting the registration and visa process of the INGOs and their workers. The number of NGOs working in Cox’s bazar jumped to 122 in May 2018 from 15 in August 2017. To ensure decongestion in the camps and better facilitation of humanitarian assistance, we are now developing Bhashan Char where livelihood opportunities will also be created for the Rohingyas pending their return to Myanmar. 

Ladies and Gentlemen,

Bangladesh was born out of a 09-month long heroic war of liberation under the leadership of the Father of the Nation Bangabandhu Sheikh Mijubur Rahman. Banganbandhu organized the commoners of this land with his irrefutable call of liberation pronounced in the historic speech of 7th March, which has recently been inscribed by UNESCO in the memory of the world register. There he said and I quote – ‘the struggle this time is a struggle for emancipation. The struggle this time is a struggle for independence.’ 
Our independence has been achieved through sacrifice of three million lives. Over two hundred thousand women were violated. Thus, our commitment to promote and protect the human rights is rooted in our genesis as a nation. 
It is this commitment that has led us to embark on the task of ensuring justice to the victims of genocide and crime against humanity, perpetrated by the Pakistani occupation forces and their collaborators. The International Crimes Tribunals established under the complementarity principle of Rome Statute have been doing a remarkable job by bringing some of the perpetrators to justice. In this regard I would like to add, as a party to Rome Statute, we remain fully supportive to the activities of the International Criminal Court. We also support the Kampala Amendment to the Rome Statute. 
Mr. President 

After the liberation in 1971, we have adopted a constitution that incorporated the universal principles of human rights and to secure its implementation made the fundamental rights justiciable before the court. Unfortunately our journey towards emancipation faced setbacks during military and quasi-military regimes for over two decades. The constitution was subjugated and the fundamental rights were suspended. 

It is the Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina, the daughter of the Father of the Nation Bangabandhu Sheikh Mujibur Rahman, who restored the values of our constitution and reinforced respect for human rights. Under her visionary leadership, Bangladesh is now marching towards emancipation through people’s empowerment. The Vision 2021 and Vision 2041 has been guiding us towards achieving a society, which is free from want and fear. 
Mr. President 

Bangladesh has come a long way in its journey as a nation. Only this week we have successfully launched the first satellite Bangabandhu-I into the space. We have earlier joined the nuclear and submarine era. We are building the Padma Bridge, one of the largest in the world with our own resources. Multiple mega projects are redefining our future. 

Bangladesh has made remarkable progress in terms of socio economic development. The GDP has reached the record high with 7.5% growth. Poverty rate has been brought down to 24.3% in 2016 from 38.4% in 2006. Per capita income has been estimated USD 1752 in the current fiscal year compared to USD 543 in 2006. Life expectancy increased to 72 years. 

Very recently the UN has declared us eligible for graduation from least developing country. Bangladesh met all three criteria for graduation including GNI per capita, Human Assets index and Economic vulnerability Index. 

Mr. President 

With this graduation we embrace the responsibilities to ensure full implementation of Sustainable Development Goals, a commitment that the entire humanity has set for itself. We believe our inclusive development agenda to achieve ‘no one is left behind’ is obstinately linked with our vision to ensure, ‘human rights for all’. Interestingly, analysis shows that more than 70% of the goals of Sustainable Development Agenda are directly linked to human rights. 
The national development plans and other strategies have been duly aligned with SDG through extensive mapping. A separate entity to monitor implementation of SDGs has been created in the Prime Minister’s office. Bangladesh has already submitted its Voluntary National Report highlighting the actions of the government for SDG implementation, to the UN in 2017. 
Mr. President 

In the 2nd cycle of UPR, we have accepted 191 recommendations put forth by various countries. In last 05 years we made every possible effort to implement the recommendations through a consultative process engaging the government as well as the civil society. 
With the engagement of all concerned government actors, implementation of UPR recommendations were regularly being followed up. Every responsible Ministry designated human rights focal points in their offices to ensure continuity and coherence. With the support of UN country team a mid-term review and a workshop was organized respectively in November 2015 and August 2017. 

Mr. President 

In last 04 years we have submitted 04 Initial Reports, under ICCPR, ICRMW, ICESCR and ICRPD. We have also submitted our 8th Periodic Report on the CEDAW in 2015. During the preparatory stages of all these reports we deeply engaged with the civil society. We have also participated in the consultations organized by the civil society organizations in preparation of their shadow reports.  

Since 2013 we have engaged with multiple committees and working groups, such as, the Human Rights Committee, the Committee on Migrant Workers, the Committee on Elimination of Discrimination Against Women and the Committee on Rights of the Child. We have facilitated the visits of the Special Rapporteur on Freedom of Religion or Belief and the Special Rapporteur on Human Rights Situation in Myanmar (twice). We have responded favourably to the requests of meetings from the Special Rapporteur on the Human Rights of Migrants and the Working Group on Enforced Disappearance, etc. In August 2017, I myself had an interactive discussion with High Commissioner for Human Rights here in Geneva where we exchanged views on the over-all human rights situation in Bangladesh.
Mr. President 

In our analysis of the recommendations we found that only 33% of them are specific recommendations. About 35% of the recommendations refer to the existing good practices. A good number of recommendations call for ratification of other human rights instruments, such as, Convention on Enforced Disappearance, Optional Protocols to ICCPR, ICESCR, CAT, CRC, etc. 

While we continue our pledge to consider acceding to the remaining human rights instruments, based on consensus forged through national consultations with all stakeholders, we would also like to put on record that before entering into any further international obligations we need to focus more on capacity building of our national institutions, particularly of those which are working as watchdogs. 
In the last 5 years the National Human Rights Commission has been strengthened substantially. Budgetary allocation has been increased up to 172%. In addition, 50 Parliamentary Committees including 39 Standing Committees and Anti Corruption Commission are overseeing the implementation of UPR recommendations. Independent Judiciary continues to play its due role as an effective resort to justice. 
Ladies and gentlemen 

A good number of recommendations we received in our last UPR relates to the accountability of the law enforcement agencies. Although we are yet to achieve complete success in this respect, I would like to assure you that we made visible progress in making the violators of human rights accountable. During 2013-2017, criminal charges have been brought against 258 members of the law enforcing agencies and 33 of them were convicted in trial.

We continue to maintain our ‘zero tolerance’ policy with regard to criminal liabilities of the law enforcing officials. The law in general neither accords immunity to them from criminal prosecution nor makes any discrimination in their favour. Departmental and legal actions have been taken against those found guilty of breach of duty or violation of human rights. 
We have enacted Torture and Custodial Death (Prevention) Act 2013. We have decided to review the law to bring it in conformity with other penal laws of the country.
Mr. President 
Historically Bangladesh is a multicultural pluralistic society where people of all religion, caste and creed live in peace and harmony. The Special Rapporteur on Freedom of Religion and Belief in his post-visit report in 2015 said, “religious pluralism is deeply rooted in Bangladesh and the principle of secularism as laid down in the constitution provides for a framework which accommodates religious and belief-related pluralism for everyone without discrimination.”
We unequivocally condemn all incidents of violence against the religious and ethnic minorities and address the allegations of such violence as promptly as possible. We are fully committed to implement the CHT Peace Accord in its entirety and to that end the CHT Accord Implementation Committee has been reconstituted in January 2018. We have also amended the CHT Land Dispute Resolution Commission Act, 2016 to facilitate speedier resolution of land disputes and protection of land rights of the small ethnic communities of that region. 
The 15th Amendment has inserted Article 23A which stipulates that the State shall undertake responsibility to protect and develop the unique local culture and tradition of the tribal and ethnic communities. Under the Small Ethnic Communities Cultural Institutions Act, 2010 seven cultural institutes including three in the three hill districts have been established to protect and promote culture, heritage, language, and tradition of small ethnic communities in Bangladesh.  

With an aim to promote the national cultural diversity, and social customs and individual characteristics of the ethnic communities, the government has taken initiative to construct Chittagong Hill Tracts (CHT) complex in Dhaka.  
Ladies and gentlemen 

As country we have always been benefited by the proactive and constructive role of the civil society, NGOs and media. To enrich the democratic environment the government promotes freedom of expression, press and media. More than 3000 local and international NGOs are currently operating in Bangladesh. Since the second UPR, 18 new television channels have been approved totaling the number to 34. A number of 2,800 newspapers are currently being published in Bangladesh. 
We have enacted the Bangladesh Journalists Welfare Trust Act, 2014 through which we provide financial assistance to the journalists and their families. Ninth Wage Board has been formed to fix the minimum wage of the journalists.

Mr. President 
Bangladesh is known internationally for its success in women’s political, economic and social empowerment. Contribution of women workforce in our GDP growth is 34 percent. According to Gender Gap Index 2017 of World Economic Forum, Bangladesh stands the 47th out of 144 countries and the 1st in the South Asia. In terms of political empowerment of women, Bangladesh ranked 7th in the world. 
With the 17th amendment of the Constitution we have extended the tenure of women MPs in reserved seats in the National Parliament. To promote women leadership at the grassroots level, one-third of the seats have been kept reserved for women candidates in elections to local bodies. 

In recognition of her pioneering role in empowering women, Hon’ble Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina has recently been honored with Global Women Leadership Award 2018. 
Mr. President 
In order to protect the rights of the children and promote their best interest, we have enacted the Children Act 2013 by updating the earlier Act of 1974. We are also finalizing the Children Rules. We have amended the Birth and Death Registration Act 2004 in 2013 to ensure registration of birth of all children within 45 days of the birth. The online Birth Registration Information System, established in 2009, has captured over 100 million birth records from 2013-2017. 

The Government has banned corporal punishment in all educational institutions. To help children facing violence, 24-hour toll free national help line has been launched which in its pilot stage from Oct 2015 to May 2016 has received 25,907 calls. 152 child marriages have been stopped through this help line. 
Excellencies 

As committed in our last UPR, we have enacted the Rights and Protection of Persons with Disabilities Act in 2013. To address the needs of persons and children with mental disorder and autism, a separate Act has been enacted in 2013. Rules under both Acts have been adopted in 2015. 

We have introduced integrated Education Programme for visually impaired children in all districts and schools and training centres for children with other forms of disabilities. 103 Integrated Disabilities Services Centre (IDSC) and 32 Mobile Therapy Vans are providing medical and therapeutic services to the children with disabilities free of cost. 
To promote the rights of persons with disability, the Government has reserved 1% quota for them in 1st class Government job and 10% in 3rd and 4th class jobs.
Mr. President 
To promote safe, orderly and regular migration, we have enacted the Overseas Employment and Migrant Act, 2013. The government has signed 14 bilateral Labour Agreements with the major migrant workers receiving countries. However, non-participation of the receiving countries in the ICRMW continues to frustrate our efforts towards ensuring the wellbeing of the migrant workers in the destination country. We have also signed a Standard Operating Procedure with European Union to promote safe and orderly migration.
Ladies and gentlemen

Our second UPR was held at a time when the whole nation was grief-stricken with the tragic collapse of Rana Plaza. That was a turning point in our industrial sector. Taking the tragedy as an occasion for introspection, we have launched massive reform in the labour sector. 

The Labour Act, 2006 was amended in 2013 providing for flexible procedure for trade union registration and occupational health and safety measures. The Directorate for Inspection for Factories and Establishments (DIFE) has been strengthened in terms of capacity and manpower. 
With support of Alliance and Accord, DIFE has completed inspection of a total of 3,780 garment factories. All factories of Bangladesh are now recognized compliant. We are also building green factories going beyond the requirements of Accord & Alliance.
Mr. President

In order to empower the underprivileged sections of the society and to put an end to all sorts of discrimination against them, the Government has taken measures to improve their conditions. We have officially recognized the gender identity of the Hijra community and allocated social security benefits for them. 
To ensure the citizens’ right to social security for the unemployed, disabled, widows, orphans and elderly, the Government has adopted the National Social Security Strategy (NSSS) in 2015. We have initiated the Life-Cycle-based Social Security Agenda in order to equally and inclusively cover all age-group people within the social security net. 

The beneficiaries of social security programme of the Government include destitute and deserted women; old women including widow and oppressed, disabled persons, transgenders and other socially excluded population. Social protection system accounts for 02% of our national budget.
Mr. President,
To ensure the safety of citizen and their health, GoB has enacted the Food Safety Act 2013 and also adopted Food Safety Rules 2014. Under this Act, 64 Pure Food Courts have been established. 

At present 97.9% population are covered under ‘Improved Drinking Water Coverage’. Bangladesh outpaced all countries of this region in ensuring sanitation facility to its people. 99% of our population has been brought under sanitation facility. We have formally acknowledged the right to water in our national legislation. We have also adopted the National Strategy for Water Supply and Sanitation, 2014.

Over 80% people of the country are covered by electricity facilities. Bangladesh is a pioneer in the region in promoting renewable energy. Approximately 05 million solar home systems have been installed until now. We plan to ensure electricity for all by 2021. 
Mr. President

The Government’s pro-people policy led to widespread progress in education. The rate of adult literacy has increased to 72.3% in 2016 (from 53.5% in 2005). To encourage female students to continue their studies and to reduce drop out rates stipends are awarded to the girls, which resulted in almost 100% enrollment and gender parity in primary education. We have also introduced education in 05 tribal languages and distributed free textbooks to the ethnic minorities.
To foster public health, the government has also adopted the National Drug Policy in 2016. GoB has already formulated The National Adolescent Health Strategy 2017-30 with focus on adolescent health and well-being. 
Ladies and gentleman 

In our efforts to implement the UPR recommendations we had to overcome some major hurdles, many of which are global issues. Rise of Terrorism and violent extremism all over the world has redefined the concept of security for all nations. In 2016, an unprecedented terror attack took place in an upscale restaurant in Dhaka. 22 people died in the hands of terrorists while 32 could be saved by the law enforcement agencies. 05 terrorists and 02 police personnel were killed in the rescue operation. The case is currently under investigation. 
In the meantime we have undertaken massive awareness programme to prevent violent extremism and radicalization engaging youth, women and community leaders. The GoB has also taken an initiative to build 560 Mosque-based Islamic Cultural Centre in district and sub-district level to promote Islamic values of peace and tolerance among the mass people.
Climate change is another major global challenge, which impacts the enjoyment of human rights by the people of Bangladesh. As one of the most vulnerable country, we remain committed to fulfilling our obligations under Paris Agreement 2015. We are the lead sponsor of the annual resolution on Human Rights and Climate Change in the Human Rights Council. We also promote the concept of climate justice in all international discourses. 
To address the adverse impacts of climate change, at the initiative of Hon’ble Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina a climate change trust fund worth of USD 400 million established with our own resources. The government earmarks 6-7% of annual budget on adaptation projects. However, we need international cooperation and assistance in addressing this huge challenge. 
Distinguished delegates,

I acknowledge that this opening remarks are not exhaustive and remain open to address other issues that may come forth. Our National Report has covered our actions in respect of almost all the recommendations we accepted in the 2nd cycle of UPR. We thank you all once again for your engagement. 
I have tried to highlight our Government’s unremitting commitment to further protect and promote the fundamental rights of our people and how our forward-looking initiatives have contributed so far to live up to our commitment. There is work that remains to be done. We believe, despite the challenges, particularly the unprecedented Rohingya crisis; we have achieved considerable success in carrying forward the initiatives we undertook 05 years ago. 

Our goal to achieve Vision 2021 and Vision 2041 makes this period a crucial journey in our national life. We would endeavor in this period to achieve the life-long ambition of the Father of the Nation to elevate Bangladesh from developing to a developed country. It is in that perspective we look forward to the upcoming national elections, which would be the harbinger to a prosperous future and lead us to achieve a society where all people are treated equal with rights and dignity. We look forward to the continued support and cooperation of our friends in the international community towards that end.

I thank you.
Joi Bangla, Joi Bangabandhu 
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