Minutes of the 22nd Meeting of the European Coordination Committee for Human Rights Documentation (ECCHRD), 19-20 March 1999, Berlin

This meeting of the ECCHRD was organised by the International Rehabilitation Centre for Torture Victims (Secretariat of the ECCHRD) and the Treatment Centre for Torture Victims (Behandlungszentrum für Folteropter Berlin - BZFO), with the assistance of HURIDOCS. It was held at the Klinikum Westend, a hospital where the BZFO is based.

This year's meeting was preceded on 18 March by a one-day training session on the use of the Internet for human rights work. During this day, Burkhard Luber provided a combination of theory and practice of information management, on-line information retrieval (search tools) and NGO networking, with examples of several useful resources. This day was attended by more than twenty participants.

1. Opening of the meeting

On behalf of the local organiser BZFO, Leyla Schön welcomed the participants to Berlin and to the meeting and gave the word to Christian Pross, Medical Director of BZFO, for the opening address.

Christian Pross informed that BZFO had existed in Berlin since 1992. During that time, the information technology (IT) had developed tremendously, from aid systems to advanced technology. This was very important in human rights work, since it provides the possibility of urgent action and to quickly spread out information through electronic networks. The new IT offers many other possibilities, such as searching for background material, which is important for research and action against human rights violations. Totalitarian regimes fear intofmed citizens, so they make it difficult to get access to professional literature.

Christian Pross expressed how encouraging it was to see so many participants at the meeting, this would surely contribute to growth in human rights networks. Svend Bitsch Christensen, the International Rehabilitation Council for Torture Victims (IRCT), thanked the local organisers for all their hard work in putting the meeting together and producing very good meeting material.

2. Election of chairperson

James Lawson (Human Rights information Centre, Council of Europe) was elected chairperson. He also thanked the organisers in Berlin and added that he promoted the idea of holding the ECCHRD meetings in different countries every year.

In a quick overview, James Lawson reiterated that European documentalists had been getting together since 1983 to discuss human rights issues. During that time, the world had seen a tremendous development in IT, which was very beneficial to the work of documentalists. Hence, networks such as the ECCHRD had resulted in a considerable increase in activities, not least thanks to IT.

3. Adoption of the agenda

The agenda was adopted (the point "Discussion on the future role of information workers" was later shifted to the end of the meeting).

4. Presentation of participants

All participants presented themselves and their organisation (finallist of participants in annex).

5. Minutes of the 21st meeting in Bucharest, February 1998

The minutes of the 21st meeting of the ECCHRD were adopted, including a recommendation for a workshop on finding information on the website and handling this information.

6. Presentation of micro/thematic networks

The Chairperson advised th at the networks listed in the agenda need not be exclusive, other networks were encouraged to present themselves.

Discussions on good practices concerning handling of e-mail information, discussion and mailing lists ensued under many of the following presentations. In summary, it was advised: (a) to give e-mails good headers identifying contents, (b) not just to send out in bulk, but to try to evaluate recipients' needs, (c) to attempt to develop standards for publishing good information, and (d) to discourage list administrators to add you to lists, you have not expressed interest in.

Refugees

Geneviève Bador (UNHCR) informed that the refugees network (IRDN) was created in 1986. The IRDN had met during the HURIDOCS Conference in Tunis in April 1998 to discuss the future form and objectives of the network. Subsequently, the network had changed structure to continue as a task force or thematic network integrated within HURIDOCS, at present without a coordinator. It was considered difficult to maintain the network due to the informal affiliation of members. Also, the International Refugee Electronic Network (IRENE) previously maintained by UNHCR had been discontinued due to lack of contributions, time, and resources. 

Currently, the IRDN concentrates on an update of the thesaurus related to refugees (in English, French, Spanish, and Russian), as well as on exchange of information and training.

Several meeting participants deplored the lack of coordination, it was felt that the special issues dealt with by the IRdN would disappear in the general human rights issues.

Minorities

William McKinney of the European Centre for Minority Issues (ECMI) informed about an existing network of researchers on minorities. The network coordinates the moderated discussion list MINERES. ECMI has a specialised library accessible via their website.

Children

Bert Verstappen, HURIDOCS, shortly presented this network in the absence of Becky Purbrick, the Child Rights Information Network (CRIN) coordinator. CRIN was established in 1995 to focus on information regarding child rights. It maintains a directory of relevant websites on the CRIN website and has an active mailing list.

Ben Schonveld, Organisation Mondiale Contre la Torture (OMCT) referred to the NGO Coalition on the Convention on the Rights of the Child, based in Geneva. He felt that clear definitions on the specific focus areas of the different networks were imperative.

James Lawson added that the Council of Europe received complaints about violations of child rights. A case of child labour in Portugal was an example.

Frederiek Eggink, ICODO, proposed a network on children and war. Bert Verstappen informed that a network on children in armed conflicts had been launched in Geneva.

Women

Pinar Ilkkaracan, Wamen for Women's Human Rights, informed of networking activities within their focus area. One example was sending out action alerts by fax, same of which had been very successful. After 5 years focusing on violations against women, the network had grown considerably. Initially, there had been same resistance to IT and electronic discussion lists among women's groups. But after an "End Violence" discussion list lasting for 6 months followed by a publication, attitudes had changed. The discussion

list was considered very successful, well moderated and professional, with a well-defined aim. It had concentrated on strategies to prevent violations and contained a summary/digest of past development and of resources.

Unfortunately, Pinar Ilkkaracan added, new IT initiatives in Turkey could be jeopardised by the fact that there are no more non-profit providers in the country.

Information/documentation Centres on the Council of Europe (CoE)

Viliam Figusch of the Information Centre on the CoE, Slovakia, gave a short overview. There are 16 Info/Doc Centres on the CoE in its member states in Central and Eastern Europe, co-ordinated by the CoE secretariat in Strasbourg. These small institutions each have a reference library of all CoE documents, not just on human rights. Since 1993, same of them have set up Websites in English and their national languages, with translated summaries of court decisions, etc. There is a good communication among the centres. All centres follow the same standards and meet twice a year to discuss future plans and priority issues from CoE and to share experiences with colleagues. One priority is human rights, with a database on the web.

Medical network for social reconstruction in former Yugoslavia

Anne-Marie Miörner-Wagner, OMEGA Gesundheitsstelle, informed this network grew out of annual meetings to build across borders. The network holds a conference and a working meeting annually. Activities are based on WHO's definitions of health. The network is able to get funding for health professionals working in the area, but found it difficult to get administrative casts, e.g. equipping mobile teams, covered financially. There is a need to support local medical networks in many ways.

Debra Guzman, the Human Rights Information Network, offered to assist with distribution of information. Ben Schonveld, OMCT, offered to assist with obtaining technical funding, based on a description of common needs.

Denunciation

This topic was of special interest to OMCT. The organisation was presented briefly by Ben Schonveld. OMCT is a membership network organisation created in 1986 by a number of national human rights organisations interested in finding ways to promote their work to decision-making bodies at national and regional levels. Database-based distribution is channelled to recipients according to relevance in order to avoid over-distribution. OMCT promotes the idea of personal contact on information management, i.e. how do the recipients want the information. Ben Schonveld felt that there was a necessity to maintain structures of reception (e.g. European systems), since too open or liberal structures were not beneficial to human rights work.

Torture

Maria Cecilia Gomez presented ACAT, an international Christian network organisation working against torture with branches in some 50 countries. Major activities include international work and campaigns. ACAT -France focuses on issues in France related to human rights and refugees, provides training, and runs a documentation centre. 

On the International Torture Documentation Network (ITDN), Svend Bitsch Christensen, IRCT, briefed that it has held training activities since 1993. Training had included internships at the IRCT Documentation Centre in Copenhagen. The ITDN attempts to facilitate communication among treatment centres for torture victims. The network has not been very active recently, but the members are maintaining contact. IRCT will try to boost the ITDN by making a needs assessment among centres in the network in the course of 1999. The assessment will include aspects of information management and how to process the information, and identify needs in setting up libraries, carrying out fact-finding missions, and setting up a client/medical monitoring system (EVSYS), etc.

Svend Bitsch Christensen also informed that IRCT was about to enter into a formal coalition, CINAT, with 5 other international anti-torture organisations (Amnesty International, OMCT, APT, Redress, and Fi.ACAT). The coalition will cooperate on common issues, but maintain focus on individual areas of expertise and provide contributions accordingly.

Sven-Erik Baun, IRCT, informed about the plans to provide access to the IRCT Documentation Centre database via the Internet. A final decision on software was still pending, so IRCT continued so far with CDS/ISIS, which was a basic tool but accessible by most NGOs. IRCT would try to implement WINISYS after a three-week course in summer in the UK.

Jeff Howarth, Anti-Slavery International, enquired about what accessibility of IRCT's web-catalogue was planned. Sven-Erik Baun replied that it was envisaged to screen visitors for rights to access to request documents, but that a search facility would be available to all.

A quick query revealed that 5-6 of the participating organisations had a library catalogue on Internet/intranet.

Dimitris Pantazis, Medical Rehabilitation Center for Torture Victims (MRCT), informed about the IRCT Balkan network, which for some 4-5 years had been linking countries in the Balkans. Activities included sharing information, databases, etc. among groups of peoples (centres) or individuals active in related areas. Common actions take place. The next meeting would take place in May 1999 in Saloniki.

7. Reports from micro networks

Following the network presentations, the participants split up into three separate groups covering areas of their special interest. Below are brief summary reports of these group meetings, presented in plenary.

Conditions in detention

The group had discussed that this topic could cover other issues than torture, i.e. other ill-treatment aspects. One main approach would be to focus on the prevention aspect by introducing more humane treatment practices in detention.

The target of the network: To promote best practices through analysis and focusing on positive aspects. Education and training were considered important components. The introduction of family visit programmes was one example of a goal.

Torture

This group talked about training and index terms in relation to torture. With regard to the latter, it was decided that Kirsti Sparrevohn would circulate the list used by OASIS and receive comments from other organisations working on documentation about torture.

Refugees

This group consisted of 5 persons. One main goal would be the revival of IRENE, in view of the recognised importance of publishing and disseminating information publicly using the web as a tool. The group had discussed language requirements and the difficulty of getting good literature on refugees. This could perhaps be sought from the web. The group acknowledged that there were still problems of exchange of electronic

communication with Central and Eastern European (CEE) countries, and that traditional means would still have to be used to a certain extent. 

The following thematic networks (network co-ordinator in parenthesis) will be reporting at the next ECCHRD meeting in year 2000:

. Client documentation (Sven-Erik Baun, IRCT)

. Index terms (Kirsti Sparrevohn, OASIS)

. Detention (Patrick Müller, CoE/CPT Documentation Centre)

. Refugees/minorities/migration (Geneviève Bador, UNHCR/Kerstin Lau, lOM)

. Information Technology - IT (Wiebina Heesterman, University of Warwick)

. Children (Frederiek Eggink, ICODO)

. Interface IGO/NGO (James Lawson, Human Rights Information Centre, CoE)

8. Developments within HURIDOCS

Introduction

Bert Verstappen briefly introduced HURIDOCS to new participants. HURIDOCS is a network of human rights organisations which focus on information and documentation aspects. HURIDOCS has an informal structure without formal membership. Interested organisations join by participating in training, meetings, using the HURIDOCS tools, etc. The HURIDOCS Secretariat, headed by Manuel Guzman, is located in an NGO house near Geneva.

The network meets in an international HURIDOCS Conference and General Assembly every 5-6 years for global input, exchange of information, developments and experiences, and structural discussions. The last such gathering was in Tunis in March 1998. The Conference was on the theme "Human Rights Information, Impunity and Challenges of the Conflict Healing Process" and placed human rights documentation work in a general context. The General Assembly included reports from the Continuation Committee (Board), Task Forces and the regional networks, a discussion on the structure and direction of HURIDOCS and elections to the Continuation Committee and International Advisory Council.

Tool development
HURIDOCS aims to strengthen and empower each participating organisation in documentation through the continuous development and maintenance of common standards and guidelines for classification and cataloguing. This effort should also be seen as a means of facilitating exchange of information. A HURIDOCS Task Force developed formats for documenting cases of human rights violations, which were published in 1993. The software programme EVSYS allows for computerised registration of violations. The formats can be adapted to the needs of various are groups using the tools. At the moment, the Formats are being revised, and a Windows version of EVSYS running under Access is being developed.

A project on how to document economic, social and cultural rights (ESC) violations has been initiated by the American Association for the Advancement of Science (AAAS) and HURIDOCS. Work includes developing tools for NGOs on how to monitor ESC rights, including a general introductory manual, right-specific manuals and a thesaurus. ESC rights are integrated more and more with civil and political rights, and links to other groups and NGOs active in the field are being established. A survey is conducted to identify organisations and their work on ESC rights.

Training activities

A small regional course with eight participants was conducted in connection with the last ECCHRD meeting in Bucharest in 1998.

A national training course took place in Croatia, with local partners providing translation and training on documenting human rights violations. Software and standard format guidebooks were translated into Croatian. Many follow-up activities were held. 

Leonid Lvov, the Harold Light Jewish Center for Human Rights, is working on a Russian translation of the HURIDOCS manuals. In view of the lack of IT resources in many countries, he recommended maintaining the printed documentation.

In general, trainers at local level are encouraged to organise follow-up courses. Training of trainers is also considered essential. A draft manual for trainers is available containing approx. 22 different modules on how to present different topics such as: how to set up documentation centres, use of the Internet, how to carry out fact-finding missions, etc.

There were currently plans for training in Mexico, Haiti, Conga-Zaïre and Ethiopia (women's groups).

On the issue of needs for training in Europe, the participants expressed that in general, no more basic training on the Internet was required. Future training should focus on new developments and be more specific to the daily work and background of the participants.

Training could also include aspects of dissemination of information, such as presentation techniques, how to produce statistics, how to make information campaigns, how to get messages through, etc.

Regional networks

CUSHRID Net covers North America and Canada and has a formal membership structure. Network members meet once a year - the next meeting is planned for the autumn of 1999 in Canada. Debra Guzman, HURINet, added that the network had developed its own documentation tools.

HURIDOCS-Asia has undergone a change of structure, and has transformed itself info a training for trainers committee.

AHRINET was established in 1995 and covers the Arabic-speaking countries. It is active in training and translation of HURIDOCS tools into Arabic.

In Latin America and the Caribbean, the RIDHUALC network seeks to convene a regional meeting focusing on the theme of impunity.

The regional networks seek to participate in each other's meetings, as much as resources allow.

9. Status on update of HURIDOCS List of Index Terms

Agnethe Olesen, the Danish Centre for Human Rights, informed that she tried to collect suggestions for modifications in the List of Index Terms. However, since there had been no feedback from users, she assumed that indexing problems had been solved by using the local index field. As there is a need to revise and update the list, participants were encouraged to send proposals to Agnethe Olesen (prior to 1 July 1999) who will then compile additions and send to the HURIDOCS Secretariat.

Status on new software

Several participants presented software that they were either familiar with themselves or which they could recommend for various electronic tasks.

On the issue of security and confidentiality, it was recommended to store library database and client information on different machines/servers or install firewall software. Arne Oehlsen, BZFO, warned that confidential information could also be transmitted via e-mail. 

Alternatively, CD-ROMs could be used to send specific collections of information. This would decrease load on the web server.

Status on electronic communication and the Internet

Debra Guzman handed out information about several mailing lists run by HURIDOCS, HURINet and others, on human rights documentation and information handling, on new technologies, for webmasters or mailing list coordinators, etc.

Bert Verstappen and James Lawson jointly presented the European Human Rights Internet Site (EHRIS) project co-ordinated by the University of Belfast and a new HURIDOCS search engine that will crawl and index sites of human rights NGOs. This search engine will index every word in the Web pages included and can be offered as a search engine for sites without own search facilities.

10. Where do we go from here? The future role of information workers

In summary, the discussions generated by this issue pointed in two directions, both indicating a change in roles of the documentation/information worker.

First of all, many participants telt that their documentation work was shifting from providing documents, articles, etc. merely based on specific reterences and often for research purposes, to responding to requests that reterred rather to the overall contents and substance of the texts and therefore required more in-depth knowledge and analysis. Same requests were very vaguely formulated, in other cases users were seeking information containing a certain attitude or viewpoint, perhaps to support a specific campaign or media approach. But in bath cases, a more extensive dialogue between the information worker and the user was required.

Secondly, there seemed to be an increase in documentation workers becoming more and more involved in pro-active information or even campaigning work, with added responsibilities in the areas of production and dissemination of advocacy material. In many cases, it was not considered sufficient anymore to merely accumulate information.  Documentation workers were to a larger extent required to analyse and filter information for specific target groups, to evaluate sources, and to acquire knowledge of how to

present information in the most suitable manner.

Whereas same meeting participants saw a distinction between the roles of documentation and information workers, others felt that the work and skills required were closely interlinked and could not be segregated as previously.

Human rights work in general is changing last, not least due to IT and other technological developments, and NGOs have to redefine the roles of their workers continuously to ensure maximum impact. Acknowledging that organisations were competing with commercial public relations activities for public attention, it could in same cases be beneficial to rethink the purpose and target groups of an organisation and implement more aggressive advocacy approaches. One benefit of doing so could be to become more attractive to potential donors, who overall seem more interested in supporting comprehensive information strategies than even well functioning libraries.

11. Next meeting

The participants accepted with acclamation the offer trom Montse Tatalla Plana, Institut de Drets Humans de Catalunya, to host and organise the 23rd ECCHRD meeting in Barcelona in April 2000. IRCT will continue as Secretariat of the ECCHRD.

A kind offer from Ivo Peeters, Research Centre on Ethnic Group Rights, to host the meeting in Brussels was politely declined.

The meeting was concluded with a special vote of thanks and acclamation to the very competent organisers, Leyla Schön and her helpers Arne Oehlsen and Britta Jenkins of BZFO.

