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Mr. Chair,

The right to freedom of opinion and expression, and the related rights of freedom of association and assembly, are fundamental human rights with far-reaching consequences for the enjoyment of all other rights. When freedom of opinion and expression is respected, governments are held accountable, public policies are designed more effectively and people’s voices are heard. Limiting the free circulation of ideas not only diminishes plurality and diversity, but fundamentally undermines democracy. 

Furthermore, the right to freedom of opinion and expression is an important indicator of the level of protection of other human rights and freedoms. This right is at the core of human individuality and dignity. It is inter-linked and interdependent with the exercise of all human rights and is one of the essential foundations of a free and democratic society. Democracy is an essential foundation for the guaranteed protection of this right.  

The right of everyone to hold opinions, without interference, as well as the right to freedom of expression was enshrined in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights in 1948. It includes the freedom to seek, receive and impart information and ideas of all kinds, whether orally, in writing or in print, or through any other media of their choice.  

The effective exercise of this right is essential to full and effective participation in a free and democratic society and is at the heart of the development and strengthening of effective democratic systems. 

Canada is unwavering in its commitment to raising international attention on the importance of freedom of expression. 

Despite progress on the consolidation of democracy in the hemisphere over the last decade, challenges remain for all of us. Limits on freedom of expression and instances of intimidation and harassment of journalists are of increasing concern. 

The adoption of the Inter-American Democratic Charter in 2001 was a landmark achievement that represents the culmination of our region’s commitment to the collective promotion and defence of democracy.   Article 4 of the Inter-American Democratic Charter specifically states that “transparency in government activities, probity, responsible public administration on the part of governments, respect for social rights, and freedom of expression and of the press are essential components of the exercise of democracy.”

Canada is committed to working with our partners to advance and consolidate the principles contained in the Inter-American Democratic Charter. 
When countries become parties to international human rights instruments they should expect to be held to account, particularly as it relates to the norms and obligations contained within these instruments. It should therefore come as no surprise that concerns regarding the respect of these obligations are raised by fellow members of the international community.
On Venezuela: 

I would like to express my government's concern about issues related to freedom of expression in Venezuela in particular.

As Canada highlighted in its remarks to the Permanent Council last week, the suspension of the cable broadcasting without due process of six Venezuelan television stations on January 24 has elicited widespread concern both within Venezuela and in the hemispheric and broader international community.

The suspension of these broadcasters follows a pattern of steps taken by the Venezuelan government over the last three years that have curtailed freedom of speech and access to information through the electronic media in Venezuela.

In May of 2007, RCTV was removed from the public airwaves following the decision by the government authorities not to renew its broadcasting license. In July of last year, the Venezuelan government revoked the licenses and shut down 32 radio stations and two television stations ostensibly because their registration papers were not in order. And, this month, the six TV channels transmitted by cable, including Venezuela's most widely watched cable channel, RCTV-International, were suspended from broadcasting. 

We welcome the fact that most of the six stations have now been permitted to resume their cable broadcasting. 

However, we remain concerned that RCTV-International continues to be suspended from broadcasting. 

Canada continues to urge the Government of the Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela to take steps to restore without delay the transmissions of RCTV-International and to join our collective efforts in defending and promoting freedom of expression and access to information in our respective countries.

Canada shares the view expressed by the Secretary General that it would be most helpful if the Government of the Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela permitted the Inter-American Human Rights Commission and the Special Rapporteur for Freedom of Expression to visit Venezuela. 

We are convinced that the Commission and the Special Rapporteur can make a constructive contribution by reviewing issues related to freedom of expression and access to information in Venezuela and recommending ways to strengthen these important democratic principles in this country.  

Canada is also concerned that the controversy surrounding the suspension of the television channels has exacerbated tensions within Venezuelan society.  

Canada deeply regrets the loss of life and injuries that have occurred in the context of demonstrations related to the suspension of the television stations. We urge all demonstrators, regardless of their views, to express their opinions peacefully. And we urge the Government of Venezuela to ensure that security forces respect the right of all Venezuelans to express their views and refrain from the use of force against peaceful demonstrators.
[image: image2.wmf] 

 

 

PERMANENT COUNCIL

 


� EMBED Word.Picture.8  ���





� FILENAME  \* MERGEFORMAT �CP23661T01�








_1321451825.doc




PERMANENT COUNCIL


