
UK guiding principles on 
supporting human rights 
defenders

Message to human rights defenders from Chris Elmore MP, 
Parliamentary Under Secretary of State for Foreign, 
Commonwealth and Development Affairs

Fundamentally, human rights are about dignity. The idea 
that everyone, regardless of who they are, should be treated 
with respect. Human rights defenders work tirelessly and 
courageously every day to uphold the rights that underpin 
this dignity. You help make us all safer by strengthening the 
rule of law and democratic governance, fostering sustainable 
development and championing equal rights for all.

I recognise the commitment, courage and expertise you bring to this life-changing work. 
I also know that you face harassment, physical attacks, unjust prosecutions, detention and 
even reprisals against your loved ones. I, and the whole of government, are committed to 
supporting you, both publicly and privately.

I am also deeply concerned about the stalled progress on the rights of women, girls, 
LGBT+ people, and marginalised groups globally; and the shocking repression and 
threats those fighting this rollback face for speaking out.

This document sets out the key principles guiding how His Majesty’s Government staff 
across the world can support you. These principles make clear our commitment to, 
and solidarity with, human rights defenders everywhere, and to the values and freedoms 
you are so bravely protecting.

Chris Elmore MP



Introduction
Human rights defenders (HRDs) play an essential role in promoting and protecting 
democracy, human rights and the rule of law. The UK is committed to supporting 
the rights of HRDs to conduct their activities, continue with their professions and 
voice their opinions, effectively, peacefully and safely. While there is no one-size-
fits-all model of support for HRDs, this document sets out a range of ways that 
the UK can provide assistance and the key principles that underpin these efforts.

Key principles
•	 HRDs are defined by what they do, not 

who they are. The UN Declaration on 
Human Rights Defenders (www.ohchr.
org/sites/default/files/Documents/
Issues/Defenders/Declaration/
declaration.pdf), which was adopted 
by the UN General Assembly in 1998, 
states that, “Everyone has the right, 
individually and in association with 
others, to promote and to strive for the 
protection and realisation of human 
rights and fundamental freedoms at 
the national and international levels. 
A human rights defender is anyone 
who, alone or in association with others, 
works through peaceful means to 
promote and protect human rights.”

•	 The UK will be guided by the ‘do no 
harm’ principle when considering how 
best to support HRDs and safely engage 
with them. We will consider a range of 
actions and always seek to consult with 
HRDs before taking any steps.

•	 We will avoid transactional relationships 
with HRDs, ensuring that our interactions 
are transparent and fair. This means, 
for example, not asking for information 
without offering support in return.

•	 We will speak with a diverse range of 
HRDs, including women, LGBT+ people 
and those belonging to marginalised 
groups globally. We will make efforts 
to engage widely and regularly, 

considering obstacles to engagement, 
such as language interpretation and 
physical accessibility. We will be flexible, 
engaging with HRDs through other 
Embassies or NGOs where necessary.

•	 Recognising that many HRDs have 
characteristics or identities that place 
them at greater risk, we will consider 
these potential compounding layers of 
discrimination and risk.

•	 We will carefully consider the wellbeing 
of each individual, acknowledging that 
many HRDs may be experiencing or 
have survived human rights abuses 
or violations. UK missions will take 
this into account in their approach to 
engagement with HRDs, recognising 
that psychosocial support is in itself a 
form of protection and can help HRDs 
continue their work.

•	 We will continue to promote the 
protection of HRDs active on business 
and human rights related issues.

•	 We will champion the meaningful 
participation of women HRDs, free from 
violence and reprisals, as set out in the 
UK’s fifth Women Peace and Security 
National Action Plan (www.gov.uk/
government/publications/uk-women-
peace-and-security-national-action-
plan-2023-to-2027).
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Public acts of support
Public commitments of support offer solidarity with HRDs and act as a 
protective mechanism themselves. The UK will consider a range of actions, 
alongside private advocacy for HRDs where possible, including:

•	 Social media posts, newspaper 
articles, public letters and press 
releases. These should be specific 
about the case(s) and concerns 
where possible.

•	 In-person meetings and events, 
including at senior level. We will 
consider who else will be at these 
events, both for safety concerns and 
to provide opportunities for HRDs 
to advocate to local and national 
authorities in attendance. UK missions 
should consider covering expenses 
for HRD attendance.

•	 Awards and nominations for HRDs. 
These can be powerful, positive public 
statements of recognition, whether 
presented by individual missions or 
international organisations and NGOs.

•	 Trial monitoring and detention visits. 
These not only show support for HRDs 
but also help UK missions stay informed 
about legal proceedings and the 
individual’s wellbeing.

In considering any of the above actions, 
we will consult with HRDs and carefully 
assess any risks involved.

Supporting HRDs internationally
Meetings and events with HRDs, in the UK and in multilateral fora, can act as strong statements 
of support. However, HRDs often face unacceptable levels of intimidation, threats and reprisals 
for their contributions, or attempts to contribute, to the UN and other multilateral fora. The UK 
is committed to ensuring the safe, meaningful and inclusive participation of HRDs at these 
meetings and events, both domestically in the UK and internationally. This includes measures 
to cover associated costs.

When a human rights defender is at immediate risk
It is important to gain credible information from reputable sources about any immediate risk 
to a HRD, particularly when contact with the individual is limited. Often, the most effective 
protection is provided by the HRD’s own community or networks. The UK will engage with 
local and regional protection networks, as well as international NGOs, that have experience 
in safeguarding HRDs under immediate threat. Referrals to these networks should only 
be made with the explicit permission of the HRD.

Longer-term support
The UK is committed to longer-term support to HRDs, in order to build their capacity as 
individuals, organisations and networks, and create an enabling environment for their work. 
Providing long-term flexible funding to HRDs and civil society organisations is recognised as 
best practice. This approach can help them to adapt to evolving threats while simultaneously 
building their resilience and capacity.
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Useful contacts and resources
•	 Front Line Defenders is an international human rights organisation founded in Dublin 

in 2001, with the specific aim of protecting HRDs at risk.
www.frontlinedefenders.org/en/programme/protection-grants

•	 ProtectDefenders.eu is the European Union HRDs protection mechanism, led by a 
consortium of 12 NGOs active in the field of human rights.
https://protectdefenders.eu

•	 The Urgent Action Fund for Feminist Activism (UAF) provides fast, flexible support 
to women, trans and non-binary activists so that they can respond to unexpected risks 
and opportunities, protect and care for themselves and one another.
https://urgentactionfund.org

•	 The UN Women’s Peace and Humanitarian Fund’s Safety Net Fund provides flexible 
funding grants to women HRDs and/or her dependents.
https://wphfund.org/whrds-safety-net

•	 The UN Special Rapporteur on the situation of human rights defenders has 
a mandate to promote the effective implementation of the 1998 UN Declaration 
on Human Rights Defenders, including through raising cases of HRDs at risk with 
relevant governments.
www.ohchr.org/en/special-procedures/sr-human-rights-defenders

•	 A list of sources of HRD protection resources compiled by the Special Rapporteur’s 
office can be found at https://srdefenders.org/resources/grants-financial-resources.

•	 Open Briefing’s Protection Ecosystem Map helps both those at risk and 
other organisations in the ecosystem navigate the rapid response mechanisms, 
security grants, and other support that may be available.
https://ecosystem.openbriefing.org/home
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