30/ 07/ 1997
Asean, China back review of UN human rights charter (HL)

Badr ul H sham Mahzan

KUALA LUMPUR, Tues. - Asean and Chi na have reacted strongly agai nst the
United States' and European Union's objection to any nove to reviewthe
Uni ted Nations Universal Declaration on Human Ri ghts.

The human rights issue, which was not even on the agenda of the annua
meeti ng between Asean and its dial ogue partners, unexpectedly cropped up
today, triggered off by remarks fromPrime Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir
Mohamad on the sidelines two days ago and a retort fromUS Secretary of
St at e Madel ei ne Al bright this norning.

Dr Mahathir had said in Alor Star on Sunday that Ml aysia m ght subnmit a
proposal to review the UN declaration

He added that the declaration of 50 years ago was no | onger suitable and
that Mal aysi a regarded the West's insistence that devel opi ng countries
conformto their ideals on human rights, as oppression.

Dr Mahathir said that the Wst was nore concerned about getting votes
t han hel pi ng t he poor.

Speaking to reporters here before | eaving for Singapore this norning,

Al bright said that she would fight any attenpt to dilute the human rights
decl ar ati on.

A joint Press conference at the end of the Asean Post M nisterial
Conference at Sunway Lagoon Resort Hotel today brought about opposing
opi ni ons bet ween Asean Foreign Mnisters, joined by China, and US and EU
representatives.

US Under-Secretary of State for Econom c, Business and Agricultura
Affairs Stuart E. Eizenstat said it was unfortunate that the issue had
sur f aced.

Foreign M nister Datuk Seri Abdullah Ahmad Badawi, who is PMC chairman,
said he felt that the review woul d be good.

"Wile sone countries may oppose the nove because they have strong
reasons to do so, we too, have reasons of our own to request for a
review, " he said.

The decl aration contains 30 articles referring to rights of every
i ndi vidual, regardless of race, colour, sex or religion. They include not
only civil rights and political rights |like freedomof speech, novenent
and associ ation, but also the right to work and the right to an education

Abdul | ah sai d Asean- nenber states had di scussed the human ri ghts issue
based on political experience and expectations.

| ndonesi an Foreign Mnister Ali Al atas expressed surprise about the
opposition to the suggestion to review the declaration.

"The suggestion has been immediately interpreted as a dilution of
i ndi vidual rights which | do not think is necessarily or automatically the
pur pose.

"Everybody knows that the human rights issue does not consist of
i ndi vidual political and civil rights alone. People are now much nore
aware that economc rights, cultural rights and social rights are just as
i mportant,"” he added.

He added that all these rights forned "a unity" and there should be
proportionality in treating them

"I do not think that given the passage of tinme, that there is still no
place for a review It is not intended to dilute anything but to see
whet her we can create a better bal ance that responds to the real
si tuati on.



"There are at | east 120 devel opi ng countries and new y i ndependent
countries which did not participate in the debate to draft the 1948
Decl aration on Human Ri ghts," he said.

Sharing Malaysia's and I ndonesia's views, Philippines Foreign Secretary
Dom ngo L. Siazon said his country was in favour of a review of every
systemin the UN

He added that the review could | ead to inprovenent.

"Though we may not agree on the basic objectives of reviewing it, |
think no one should contest the need for a review of any docunents or any
system after passage of tine.

"I think we will certainly support the review of the UN Charters and
Human Ri ghts Decl aration,” he added.

Chi nese Vice-Prem er and Foreign Mnister Qan Q chen who al so spoke on
the issue had questioned the US' failure to include its donestic record on
human rights in reports on the matter

"I know that the US State Departnent issues human rights reports on nany
countries but there is nothing on the US human rights record," he added.

He al so said that China's human rights report on the US was not given
any publicity by the Anerican nedia.

Q an said China had acceded to 17 of the 60 covenants of the
decl aration, conpared with only 15 by the United States.

"If we need to have a uniformstandard on the question of human rights,
we have yet to have one judge who i s capabl e of determ ning whether a
country is right or wong as far as human rights is concerned," he added.

Ei zenstat who represented Al bright at the Press conference, reiterated
US opposition to any nove to review the decl aration

He said the US found it renarkable that there would be serious efforts
to dilute or undernmine "the universal values as we are about to enter a
new century and | eave a century that has known everything fromthe
degradation of World War |1 that struck Asia so hard, the hol ocaust in
Europe to the killing fields of Canbodi a; and that there woul d be serious
efforts to dilute or underm ne these val ues which are not US or Western
val ues, but universal val ues."

Ei zenstat said respect for individuals did not contradict soci al
stability.

Instead, it assured the people of their nost fundanental God given
rights, he said, adding that the US hoped that no one would try to dilute
what was one of the nost fundanmental set of val ues that was agreed upon
after the Second World Var.

Supporting the US stand, Holland State Secretary for Foreign Affairs
M chiel Patijn said devel oped countries' handling of the human rights
i ssue had never inpeded grow h in devel opi ng countri es.

He said the EU felt that the declaration was one of the cornerstones of
the international political and | egal systens and had given direction to
i nternational co-operative efforts between devel oped and devel opi ng
countri es.

"So we are slightly surprised that at the fringes of this conference, is
a di scussi on about review ng the UN Charter on hunman rights.

"Let me state that EUis extrenely reluctant to enbark on such
exercise," Patijn said.
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