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SUBJECT: U.S. Response on the Situation of Human Rights Defenders in the Americas 

 

Human rights defenders (HRDs) in the United States enjoy a favorable environment 
due to the U.S. commitment to respect and promote fundamental freedoms. The 
freedoms of expression, association, and peaceful assembly are core values of the 
United States, embedded in our foundational document: the Constitution of the 
United States of America. Protecting these rights from government infringement was 
central to shaping the design of the U.S. government. Many strongly believed that 
individual freedoms could not be sufficiently safeguarded unless they were spelled 
out in our Constitution itself. This was done through the first ten amendments to the 
Constitution known as the Bill of Rights.  
  
The federal executive branch plays a role in protecting HRDs in the United States 
by enforcing laws and judicial decisions. This is partly attributable to the U.S. civil 
rights movement. By 1946, the unwillingness or inability of state officials to uphold 
the civil rights of racial minorities and the weakness of existing federal statutes had 
led to increasing demands for new legislation to strengthen the powers of the federal 
government. President Truman appointed a special Committee on Civil Rights and 
subsequently issued executive orders ending racial discrimination in federal 
government employment and desegregating the military. In the 1950s and 1960s, 
Congress used its power to enact significant and far-reaching civil rights legislation, 
which included creating the Civil Rights Division of the U.S. Department of Justice.  
  
The protection of the freedom of association is key to an enabling environment for 
HRDs in the United States. The U.S. Supreme Court has recognized that the First 
Amendment protects a right to freedom of association, though not explicitly spelled 
out in the text. It has further held that such right is fundamental, protected from 
infringement by both the federal and state governments. The Supreme Court has 
defined the rights to freedom of speech and peaceful assembly broadly. There are 
relatively few limits on what individuals in the United States can say or on when, 
where, and how they can say it. In a similar way, the Supreme Court has broadly 
defined the right to peaceful assembly to include political meetings, marches, sit-in 
protests, rallies before government buildings, gatherings in a public park, group 
boycotts, labor pickets, filing lawsuits, and lobbying the government. The use of 
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public spaces and streets for communication of views on matters of public concern 
may not be abridged or denied solely because the government actor fears, dislikes, 
or disagrees with the views those persons represent.  
  
Likewise, protecting and supporting HRDs is a key priority of U.S. foreign policy. 
The United States supports HRDs as they work tirelessly to protect human rights and 
fundamental freedoms, advocate for government transparency and accountability, 
promote rule of law, and expose corruption. We reaffirm our commitment to the UN 
Declaration on the Right and Responsibility of Individuals, Groups and Organs of 
Society to Promote and Protect Universally Recognized Human Rights and 
Fundamental Freedoms, more commonly called “The Declaration on Human Rights 
Defenders.” We endorse an inclusive definition of HRDs as individuals, working 
alone or in groups, who nonviolently advocate for the promotion and protection of 
human rights and fundamental freedoms. HRDs, as well as their families, friends, 
and associates, are often harassed, detained, interrogated, imprisoned, tortured, and 
killed for doing the work of holding governments accountable and protecting human 
rights. We recognize a wide range of HRDs, including but not limited to those 
working on human rights issues related to democracy, labor rights, and the 
environment; advocates for marginalized populations (women, indigenous, disabled, 
youth, LGBTI, ethnic groups, and religious minorities); and media actors 
(independent journalists, bloggers, editors).   
  
In the Americas, HRDs face a range of challenges. Venezuela, Nicaragua, and Cuba 
represent particularly troubling environments for HRDs. Venezuela under the former 
Maduro regime is a failing state. Since 2015, former President Maduro has 
transformed the government into an authoritarian regime and shown open disdain 
for human rights, dissent, rule of law, and democracy. The former regime’s efforts 
to repress human rights has included systemic torture, abuse and arbitrary detention, 
warrantless raids, and the detention of political prisoners. In Nicaragua, the Ortega 
regime has resorted to violence and large-scale detention of political opponents in 
response to anti-government protests. In Cuba, the government continues its long-
term repression and harassment of HRDs, most notably by using arbitrary, short-
term detentions, preventing activists and independent journalists from leaving the 
country, carrying out unwarranted searches and seizures, and employing threats 
against HRDs and their families and friends. Cuban authorities hold long-term 
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political prisoners and often employ spurious charges against HRDs or anyone who 
protests Cuban government actions. Cuba also remains one of the world’s most 
repressive environments for information and communication technologies. 
  
Elsewhere in the hemisphere HRDs also face difficulties. Weak institutions have 
made Mexico the most dangerous country in the Americas for journalists reporting 
on human rights and corruption. In Colombia, HRDs and social leaders, especially 
from historically marginalized groups such as Afro-Colombian and Indigenous 
communities, are increasingly targeted in many former FARC-controlled conflict 
zones. Perpetrators of such attacks frequently go unpunished. In Brazil, corrupt 
business interests target, often lethally, HRDs advocating on behalf of racial 
minorities, the LGBTI community, and on environmental matters. Lastly, corrupt 
elements of the Honduran government and business sectors often disparage HRDs 
whose activities threaten to undermine corrupt and criminal enterprises. 
  
To address the challenges in the Western Hemisphere and ensure that HRDs are able 
to continue their work, the United States focuses efforts on supporting freedom of 
expression and freedom of peaceful assembly and association. We also work to 
strengthen institutional frameworks for the promotion of human rights, HRDs 
protection systems, rule of law, and communications and collaboration between 
governments and civil society. At the United Nations and the Organization of 
American States, we strongly support resolutions that address the rights to freedom 
of expression and freedom of peaceful assembly and association. We support the 
Inter-American Commission on Human Right’s work on HRDs and freedom of 
expression, and remain the single largest contributor of voluntary funds to the 
Commission’s Special Rapporteur for Freedom of Expression and to the 
Commission in general. We congratulated the countries of Latin America and the 
Caribbean on the 2018 adoption of the Regional Agreement on Access to 
Information, Public Participation and Justice in Environmental Matters in Latin 
America and the Caribbean (the Escazu Agreement). Recognizing in particular the 
alarming violence against environmental defenders, we welcomed Article 9’s 
provisions on human rights defenders in environmental matters. In addition, we 
actively promote and support the open and inclusive participation of civil society 
organizations in UN and OAS events, Ministerials, and in the Summit of the 
Americas processes.   
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The United States also uses foreign assistance, visa restrictions, and multilateral and 
bilateral engagement to promote government accountability and support partners in 
implementing reforms. We partner with other donor governments to provide 
emergency financial assistance to embattled civil society around the world, with a 
goal of enabling these individuals and groups to return to their vital work of 
advocating for the advancement of human rights and fundamental freedoms in their 
countries.  
  
To do their vital work, human rights defenders must be able to exercise their 
fundamental freedoms of expression and association, and their rights to liberty of 
movement and peaceful assembly. Their work is a critical safeguard against threats 
from repressive powers, corrupt actors, autocratic regimes, and backsliding 
democracies. An open, empowered, and fully functioning civil society -- inclusive 
of all types of HRDs -- is critical to healthy democracies. Where their ability to work 
freely is weakened, human rights abuses and violations, discrimination, and 
corruption flourish. The United States is committed to enabling HRDs in the 
Americas to promote and defend human rights and fundamental freedoms without 
hindrance or undue restriction, and free from retribution against them or their 
families. 


