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SHARE WITH US!  

The contents of this edition of the monthly ISHR Newsletter 

represents a sample of the activities undertaken by our sections 

all over the world. We hope you enjoy this month’s 

contributions and look forward to receiving yours in the coming 

months!   

 

Featured this month: 

 T. Schirrmacher: Reflections on human rights for 2017 

 ISHR Armenia, Azerbaijan, Belarus, Georgia, 

Germany, Moldova, Russia & Ukraine: Final Human 

Rights Online Conference 

 ISHR Switzerland: Human Rights Prize awarded  

 ISHR Germany: Humanitarian aid to Iraq  

 ISHR Russia: Counter-terrorism and Human Rights  

 South Sudan: Mass rape, warning signs of genocide   

 ISHR Events: UN Summit on religious freedom in 

Geneva 

 

“Human suffering anywhere concerns men and 

women everywhere.” – Elie Wiesel  

 

 

 
 

COMING UP: 
 
International 
Holocaust 
Remembrance Day 
 
January 27  
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A WORD FROM THE PRESIDENT 

Reflection on Human Rights for 2017  

 

As we enter the new year of 2017, it is important to reflect on the nature of human rights as a reminder of 

their meaning and their ongoing relevance, not only to our work but also to the international system.  With 

this in mind, I would like to share a few notes about the concept of human rights that I discussed at the Swiss 

Federal Institute for Technology in Zurich (ETH) in 2016. 

 

To begin, being human precedes all else, which includes all 

institutions and worldviews. Thus, human rights do not 

solely gain their meaning as an antecedent to the state, or as 

a standard placed above the state; they must also precede 

religious institutions. All religions and religious groups must 

be measured by the degree to which whether they promote 

or restrict human dignity.  

 
The idea of human rights is indeed something peculiar. 

While no one seems to be able to agree upon a joint 

justification and every detailed question is a subject of 

spirited debate, human rights are almost the sole element holding the free world together. Indeed, it is what 

unites humanity even if it is only paid lip service. Besides Saudi Arabia, Myanmar, Fiji, Tonga, Brunei, and 

the Vatican (though the Vatican remains a forerunner in human rights issues), all other countries on earth 

label themselves democracies with human rights standards.  

 

It is our duty to continue to ensure that these standards are upheld, and that the world continues to transform 

in a positive direction. The work of each of you is invaluable in pursuing this goal, and I wish much success 

in the coming year of 2017.  

Thomas Schirrmacher 

President of the ISHR 

FROM THE SECTIONS 

 

ISHR Armenia, Azerbaijan, Belarus, Georgia, Germany, Moldova, Russia & Ukraine  

Final Human Rights Online seminar held in Frankfurt   

(12.12.2016) 20 leaders and participants of the Human 

Rights Online project from seven countries (Armenia, 

Azerbaijan, Belarus, Georgia, Moldova, Russia, and the 

Ukraine) visited the headquarters of the ISHR from 

December 7 - 10 (International Day of Human Rights). 

National section leaders arrived with young 

representatives from their countries to attend the 

workshops and the closing press conference.  The process 

of developing Human Rights Online was a cooperative 

effort between the German section and ISHR sections in 

each of the aforementioned countries over the past six 

months and this conference was the culmination of those 

efforts. 

Prof. Thomas Schirrmacher, lecturing at ETH in Zurich 

Dr. Carmen Krush-Grün (left), facilitating on day one of the workshop 



2 
 

Human Rights Online (www.humanright-online.org) is an interactive, multilingual blog website that allows 

bloggers involved in the project to upload their own videos, photos, texts, and more to the site in regards to 

human rights issues facing their countries and communities. Over the past six months, a series of three 

workshops was hosted by each section in each respective country in the Eastern Partnership and Russia to 

teach 10 human rights activists and/or young people to upload content using the blog function of the website.   

Over the project period, the sections and their 

bloggers uploaded a total of over 300 video interviews 

on the human rights issues which concern everyday 

citizens as well as activists in their countries. The site 

also reached its goal in having over 1,000 visits to the 

site. Bloggers were able to share insight into the 

challenges of interviewing, and provide feedback on 

the website as a whole through the workshops.  

This opportunity for people of various nationalities, ages, genders, religions, and backgrounds from this 

conflict-ridden region of the world is one truly unique to the work of the ISHR and to our work in relation to 

the Eastern Partnership and Russia. 

Featured guests included Philipp Kleindienst, the primary developer of the website, Mrs. Martina Feldmeyer, 

member of the regional Parliament in Hesse, Mr. Karl Hafen, former Executive Director of the German 

Section of the ISHR, and currently the Treasurer of the International Council. 

We would like to thank all of the bloggers and section leaders who contributed to the site, Philipp Kleindienst 

and Autoactiva (site development), Anton Alekseyev (workshop coordinator), and of course Dr. Carmen 

Krusch-Grün (project director), for the launch of this one of a kind project.  

If this website sounds interesting and useful for you and your section, please let us know! We are looking into 

expanding the site to make it available for use by additional countries with ISHR sections.  

Maya Robinson 

ISHR Germany / International Council 

ISHR Switzerland 

Human rights prize awarded to Ms. Saïda Keller-Messahli 

(05.12.2016) The Human Rights Prize 2016 of the Swiss section of the 

IGFM was awarded to a courageous woman, who consciously polarizes 

in favor of human rights, who has certainly poked at one of the most 

important wasps’ nests of the present. 

Ms. Saïda Keller-Messahli was born in 1957 in a suburb of Tunis. She 

grew up in Tunisia in a Muslim family, but from the age of 8 to 13, she 

lived with a foster family in Grindelwald, Switzerland. In addition to 

Tunisia, she became particularly acquainted with Palestine and Saudi 

Arabia. By reading the book “Die Krankheit des Islams” (The Illness of 

Islam) in 2002, she found her calling and founded the ‘Forum für einen 

fortschrittlichen Islam’ (The Forum for a Progressive Islam) in 2004. 

Since then she has not been fighting to oppose Islam; rather, she respects the religion, and fights for a 

progressive Islam. Throughout her life, she has carried out immense awareness training. She cares deeply 

about Islam being understood as a modern, human, and life-affirming source – hence, the prize! 

ISHR Section leaders & Human Rights Online bloggers from 8 countries 

Saïda Keller-Messahli (left) at the award ceremony 

http://www.humanright-online.org/
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On the website, the forum presents itself as follows: "We are primarily Swiss citizens who are concerned with 

the liberation of Islam from the established culturally hostile impasse. We are people of Muslim and non-

Muslim faith who read and understand the Koran as a text of its time and its space. We want to supplement 

this text with our current knowledge and thus enable it to become a modern, human and life-affirming 

source." 

Today, we must distinguish between the sharia form of Islam, which 

is incompatible with democracy, rule of law, and human rights 

because of its political claim, and Islam, which is merely a religious 

confession and therefore does not collide with freedom and 

democracy.  

An understanding of Islam, which either affirms violence for the 

"defense" of Islam, or calls for the political and social assertion of 

Islam, and which regards the classical interpretation of sharia law 

as binding, is not compatible with the idea of human rights. This 

classical interpretation of sharia law provides for reduced rights for 

women, the death penalty for those who renounce Islam (atheists, 

converts) and the subjugated status of Jews and Christians. 

It is therefore necessary to strengthen all of the forces, which live 

and justify Islam as compatible with democracy and freedom, and 

also to set limits for those who would like to subordinate human 

rights to sharia law. A more well-informed and careful distinction 

should be drawn between "Islam" and "political Islam" in politics 

and society. From all citizens, whether religious or non-religious, a commitment to and active advocacy of 

human rights, democracy, rule of law, tolerance, freedom, and equality rights can and should be demanded.  

I am proud that one of our sections has recognized this and implemented it in through a public thank-you for 

a tireless fighter for the good. 

Prof. Thomas Schirrmacher 

President of the ISHR  

 ISHR Germany 

Humanitarian aid for refugees in Iraq delivered over the holiday season 

(05.01.2017) Khalil al-Rasho, director of the ISHR Germany’s 

humanitarian aid to Iraq, traveled to the north and south of Iraq for 

a total of 8 weeks at the end of 2016 to provide humanitarian aid to 

refugees, including 1000 aid packages over Christmas.   

 

On his journey to northern Iraq, Mr. al-Rasho was able to develop 

and carry out various projects, including equipping the first sports 

teams in the Quadian refugee camp with enough sports goods to be 

able to train and organize tournaments. Teams at Quadian camp 

include a girl’s volleyball team, several soccer teams, and a table 

tennis team will soon follow. Through their regular training, these 

young people can escape the confines of their small containers or 

tents and distract themselves from the everyday life in the refugee 

camps.  

 

Khalil al-Rasho (left) delivers a wheelchair to a boy from 

Sharya, where no official refugee camp exists, but rather 

a ‘wild camp’, which is rarely reached by international aid  

 
 
 

“She cares deeply 
about Islam being 
understood as a 
modern, human, 
and life-affirming 
source” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Quelle: © [nito] – Fotolia.com 
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Mr. al-Rasho has also been able to strengthen our support for people with disabilities. Additional wheelchairs, 

especially for children, were brought to the region in order provide means of mobility for refugees with 

disabilities. Since November 2014, over 500 people have been provided with wheelchairs. In addition, more 

than 10,000 blankets were transported in 2016. 

 

The Christmas celebration and the distribution of the 1000 packages were organized together with the 

Menschenrechtszentrum (Human Rights Center) Cottbus. 1000 families in the region around Alqosh (about 

50km north of Mosul) living in so-called ‘wild camps’ received a Christmas package filled with food, hygiene 

articles and blankets. The Christmas party in Alqosh was also a great success, with over 1000 refugees 

participating in our celebration on December 25. 

Verena Rößner 

ISHR Germany 

 ISHR Russia  
 
Counter-Terrorism, Disasters & Human Rights: A Commentary by Vladimir Novitsky 

(27.12.2016) The tragedy of the crash of a TU-154 near Sochi left no one indifferent. The vast majority of 
normal people are grieving, and support the families of the victims. However, there are others who publicly 
expressed their disrespect to the victims of the tragedy, including:  

 Hersh Kuntsman, author of the hypocritical and false article in the “New York Daily 
News” that he wrote after the provocative assassination of Russian Ambassador 
Andrei Karlov in Ankara 

 Assistant to the President of Ukraine Petro Poroshenko, Yuri Biryukov; 

 ISIS  

 Some of representatives of so-called Russian creative class, like Bozhena Rynska 
 

What is the appropriate way to respond to this? Angry discussion, tacit condemnation, 
obstruction, or ostracism?  

 
The first thing we have to remember is that human life is sacred, and should be 
protected as a rule. Therefore, any tragedy, such as the terrorist attacks in Nice, Berlin, 
Paris, or New York, or disasters, such as tsunamis, typhoons, volcanic eruptions, or 
accidents should always cause sympathy, regret, and public outrage. 
 

Additionally, in each case, it must be carefully ascertained whether the government and civil society have 
done everything possible to prevent or avoid the incident. However, we must avoid falling into euphoria and 
continuous monitoring. Freedom and human rights enshrined in international treaties and national laws 
cannot be canceled.  

With all the terror today, it becomes a primary tool for the establishment of totalitarian regimes. By limiting 
the rights of their citizens, democracies are actually more vulnerable to possible seizure of power on the part 
of terrorist groups. Frightened people will not be able to unite and resist domestic riots and terrorists attacks. 

Thus, protection against acts of terrorism and other criminal manifestations cannot be the most important 
goal of any government, to justify of any means of achieving it. 

The main purpose of the state in a democracy is the protection of human rights and freedoms, including 
freedom of speech, press, assembly, public peaceful protests, as well as ensuring a minimum standard of 
quality of life, even for the most marginalized members of society. The fight against terrorism, and crime 
prevention are just tools to achieve these goals. 

Therefore, the goal of human rights defenders must be, to ensure that the aspirations of states to counter 
terrorism more actively and impartially protect the political, civil, and social rights of citizens.  

Vladimir Novitsky 
President of the ISHR Russia 

Vladimir Novitsky, 

President of ISHR Russia 
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CURRENT DEVELOPMENTS  

South Sudan: Mass rape, ethnic cleansing, warning signs of genocide  

(03.01.2017) On December 14, 2016, Yasmin Sooka, Chair 

of the Commission on Human Rights in South Sudan 

issued a statement at the 26th Special Session of the UN 

Human Rights Council, revealing the depth of the current 

ongoing human rights crisis in South Sudan.  

Ms. Sooka reports that over 70% of displaced South 

Sudanese  women living in camps have been raped, 

primarily by members of the army and police forces, since 

the conflict began. According to the BBC, this conflict has 

displaced over 2.2 million people since it erupted in 2013.   

The conflict began as a military struggle between the 

President, Salva Kiir, and the Vice President Riek Machar and has transformed into an ethnic conflict between 

the Dinka (President Kiir’s ethnic group) and the Nuer (former Vice President Riek’s ethnic group).  Since 

then, a peace agreement was signed in August of 2015, but fighting has continued since (Source: BBC). Sooka 

indicates that there are extremely serious signs of potential for genocide of the Dinka against the Nuer 

(though Dinka are also being affected by the conflict) and international bodies must take immediate action 

to prevent a ‘Rwanda-like’ scenario from emerging.  

In the face of this horror, Sooka recommends an arms embargo against the government of South Sudan 

(which the UN subsequently blocked due to insufficient support later in December), that the international 

community ensure that the terms of the peace agreement are upheld, and to carry out a systematic 

investigation to gather and preserve evidence of the war crimes and violations committed.   

Maya Robinson 

ISHR Germany / International Council 

ISHR EVENTS  

President of the ISHR: Ensuring security through freedom of religion  

Speech at the UN Summit "Religion, Peace and Security" in Geneva 

(22.12.2016) The President of the International Council of Human Rights 

has called on the world community to understand freedom of religion as 

well as human rights as a contribution to the security of all states and the 

world Problem. Peace and security are not endangered by the exercise of 

the freedoms of human rights, in particular the freedom of religion and 

belief, but by their destruction. Countries with these freedoms are, as a 

rule, much safer and more peaceful and are less likely to be a danger to 

other countries (Bonner Querschnitte 65/2016, issue 460).  

 

 

Contact Information:  

Internationale Gesellschaft für Menschenrechte  Editor: Thomas Schirrmacher 

Deutsche Sektion e.V.     Managing Editor: Maya Robinson (maya.robinson@igfm.de) 

Borsigallee 9, 60486 Frankfurt am Main (Germany) Assistant editor: Martin Warnecke 

Refugees in Tong Ping Camp in South Sudan   

Photo: Oxfam East Africa via Flickr 


