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Ladies and Gentlemen,

Torture and ill-treatment rank among the most abhorrent violations of human rights and human dignity. According to the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, no one shall be subjected to torture or to cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment.

Let us first of all be clear about what we mean by torture:

The UN Convention Against Torture defines torture as an act by which severe pain or suffering is intentionally inflicted on a person, notably when such pain or suffering is inflicted by or with the consent of a public official. It does not include pain or suffering arising only from, inherent in or incidental to lawful action. Torture is used for purposes such as obtaining information or confessions, or as a means of punishment or discrimination.

The prohibition of torture is an unconditional rule of customary international law, from which no country in the world claims to be exempt. Under international law, all countries are required to comply at all times with the unconditional prohibition of all forms of torture and ill-treatment.

Despite the international community's efforts, torture and ill-treatment persist in all parts of the world. Impunity for the perpetrators of torture and ill-treatment continues to prevail.

Ladies and Gentlemen, I would now like to say a few words about the European Union's position and action on torture:

The European Union is founded on the principles of liberty, democracy, respect for human rights and fundamental freedoms, and the rule of law. These principles are common to all 27 Member States. Respect for human rights features among the key objectives of the EU's common foreign and security policy.

The European Union is firmly committed to upholding the absolute prohibition of torture and cruel, inhuman and degrading treatment. The prevention and eradication of all forms of torture and ill-treatment worldwide represents one of the main objectives of the European Union’s human rights policy. The European Union has elaborated a series of human rights Guidelines for us to try to protect and promote human rights in other countries.
Our Guidelines on Torture are the expression of a political commitment to carry out systematic and sustained action in the fight against torture. We pursue a policy of raising the issue of torture systematically within the framework of our political dialogue with other countries. No individual country or group of countries is singled out. Instead, we take actions linked to the ratification or implementation of relevant international instruments. For example, the EU calls on States to accede to the Optional Protocol to the Convention against Torture (OPCAT), which today's event has been organised to discuss.

Our Guidelines foresee the use of all available tools of diplomacy and cooperation. In particular we engage in political dialogue with Governments, as well as working through assistance to NGO projects under the European Instrument for Democracy and Human Rights, or EIDHR. The prevention of torture and the rehabilitation of torture victims is a major priority for funding under the EIDHR.

The EIDHR is a leading source of funding for rehabilitation of victims and the prevention of torture worldwide. Over the last 5 years, an average of 12 million Euros per year has been allocated to funding anti-torture projects. And it is under this Instrument that we are providing financial support for today's event and other actions under the OPCAT project in Bangladesh.
Ladies and Gentlemen, I should now like to say some more about the OPCAT itself.
In October 1998 Bangladesh acceded to the Convention against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or Punishment.

In December 2002 the OPCAT – the Optional Protocol to that Convention – was adopted at the fifty-seventh session of the General Assembly of the United Nations. In accordance with UN resolution 57/199, the OPCAT is available for signature, ratification and accession at the United Nations Headquarters in New York.

Unlike other human rights treaty processes that deal with violations of rights after the fact, the OPCAT is primarily concerned with preventing violations. It is based on the premise, which is supported by practical experience, that regular visits to places of detention are an effective means of preventing ill treatment and improving conditions of detention. This preventive approach aims to ensure that sufficient safeguards against ill treatment are in place and that any problems or risks are identified and addressed.

OPCAT establishes a dual system of preventive monitoring, undertaken by international and national monitoring bodies.
An international body, the UN Subcommittee for the Prevention of Torture, should periodically visit each State Party to inspect places of detention and make recommendations to the State.
At the national level, independent monitoring bodies called National Preventive Mechanisms (NPMs) are empowered under OPCAT to regularly visit places of detention, and make recommendations aimed at strengthening protections, improving treatment and conditions, and preventing torture or ill treatment.

63 countries have now signed the OPCAT, of which 50 are full parties.
Unfortunately, Bangladesh is not yet one of them. Moreover, internationally respected human rights organisations have documented the use of torture in Bangladesh in recent years.
For example, Human Rights Watch reported that the previous "care-taker" Government of Bangladesh routinely used torture to extract confessions from criminal suspects or to gain information against those charged with corruption. According to their reports the methods used in Bangladesh included: "burning with acid, hammering of nails into toes, drilling of holes in legs with electric drills, electric shocks, beatings on legs with iron rods, beating with batons on backs after sprinkling sand on them, ice torture, finger piercing, and mock executions."
In April this year, following the democratic election of December 2008, the new Government's NGO Affairs Bureau approved the OPCAT project under which today's event has been arranged. The project, organised by Odhikar, is part of a larger programme for "Ratification and Implementation of the OPCAT in Bangladesh, Cambodia, Sri Lanka and the Philippines". The European Union is supporting this through the EIDHR (which I talked about earlier).
Torture is banned under Bangladesh's Constitution, which states in Article 35 that "No person shall be subjected to torture or cruel, inhuman, or degrading punishment or treatment." And although Bangladesh has not signed the OPCAT, the Government's approval of the project was an encouraging indication of its interest in eventually doing so.
Ladies and Gentlemen, As many of you here know, in August the Government ordered Odhikar to stop the project. Odhikar appealed against the order, both by calling for international intervention and by taking legal action.
Working towards the eradication of all forms of torture and ill-treatment is a strongly held policy view of all the 27 member countries of the European Union. It is one of the key priorities of the European Union's human rights policy. So we in the diplomatic community would certainly be prepared to intervene in this matter if necessary.
However it is generally better if problems of this sort can be resolved under a host country's own due processes – that is to say, without outside intervention.

I'm therefore happy to note that Odhikar's legal appeal to the High Court was successful in getting the order lifted.

I'm very pleased that the Government now seems to accept that it should not block this project, which I believe is helping to eradicate the use of torture in this country.

And so (last but not least) I'm delighted to be here at today's event, now that Odhikar's work on the OPCAT project has resumed!
Let me leave you, then, with the hope that it will not be too long before we see the ratification and implementation of the OPCAT here in Bangladesh.
Thank you all for your attention!

