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Towards ASEAN Recognition of Citizen Election
Observers as Human Rights Defenders

We, the undersigned members and partners of the Asian Network for Free
Elections (ANFREL), respectfully call on the Association of Southeast Asian
Nations (ASEAN) to take a historic step in strengthening democratic resilience
in our region by adopting an ASEAN resolution formally recognizing citizen
election observers as human rights defenders, grounded in the principles and
commitments enshrined in the ASEAN Human Rights Declaration (AHRD).'

Such recognition reflects global democratic norms, emerging regional
standards and the lived reality of citizen election observers across Asia, who
continue to play an essential role in safeguarding the right of citizens to
participate freely in public affairs. This call is grounded not only in
international human rights standards, but also in ASEAN’s own commitments
to democratic governance, the rule of law, participation, and fundamental
freedoms as reflected in the ASEAN Charter,” the ASEAN Human Rights
Declaration (AHRD), and the ASEAN Political-Security Community (APSC)
Blueprint 2025’

Recognizing citizen election observers as human rights defenders would
represent a constructive and forward-looking regional initiative consistent
with ASEAN’s principles of cooperation, consultation, and regional resilience.
Such recognition would affirm the legitimate role of citizen observers in
promoting credible, inclusive, and peaceful electoral processes across
Southeast Asia. Moreover, citizen election observation contributes not only to
electoral integrity, but also to peaceful political transitions, the reduction of
electoral tensions, the enhancement of public trust in democratic processes,
and broader efforts toward preventive diplomacy and regional stability.

Citizen election observers perform a core human rights function by promoting
transparency, accountability, and public confidence in electoral processes. In
practice, citizen election observers monitor compliance with international
human rights obligations including freedoms of expression, association,
peaceful assembly, and political participation - making their mandate
. . 4

inseparable from the human rights framework.

(1) ASEAN Human Rights Declaration (AHRD), Articles 25, 26, and 27(2), affirming the rights to political participation, freedom of expression,
freedom of association, and peaceful assembly.

(2) ASEAN Charter, Article 1(7) on strengthening democracy, good governance, and the rule of law

(3) ASEAN Political-Security Community (APSC) Blueprint 2025, Sections 5.1 and 6, envisioning “a rules-based, people-oriented, people-centred
community” where peoples enjoy “human rights, fundamental freedoms and social justice,” and promoting “a more democratic, transparent, just,

rules-based and inclusive community”
(4) https://www.equalrightstrust.org/ertdocumentbank/general%20comment%2025.pdf



Citizen Election Observation as a Human Rights Function

The UN Human Rights Committee’s General Comment No. 25 on Article 25 of
the ICCPR (Participation in Public Affairs and the Right to Vote) affirms that
genuine elections cannot take place without the protection of key rights,
including freedom of expression, freedom of association, and the ability of
citizens to gather information and participate in public debate. It further
emphasizes that the right to political participation lies at the core of
democratic governance and depends on these underlying freedoms.

Because citizen observers assess whether these rights are upheld in practice,
their work directly monitors state compliance with these internationally
recognized human rights obligations. This demonstrates that election
observation - by not just international observers, but citizen observers as well
- is inherently a human rights-related activity, rather than merely a technical or
procedural function.

Similarly, the UN Declaration on Human Rights Defenders offers a clear
framework recognizing those who promote and protect human rights as
human rights defenders. It affirms that individuals and groups who gather
information, assess state compliance with human rights obligations, and
publicly report on such issues are human rights defenders and are entitled to
protection in carrying out this work?

ASEAN’s Existing Normative and Institutional Commitments

These principles are also reflected within ASEAN’s own normative and
institutional framework:

e Article 1(7) of the ASEAN Charter affirms ASEAN’s commitment to
strengthening democracy, enhancing good governance and the rule of law,
and promoting and protecting human rights and fundamental freedoms;

e Article 2(h) of the Charter emphasizes adherence to the rule of law, good
governance, democratic principles and constitutional government;

e The AHRD, particularly Articles 25, 26, and 27, recognizes the rights of
citizens to participate in public affairs and to vote in periodic and genuine
elections, as well as the freedoms of expression, association, and peaceful
assembly. In monitoring whether these rights are freely exercised during
electoral processes, citizen election observers perform a legitimate human
rights-related function consistent with the role of human rights defenders;

(5) https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/Documents/Issues/Defenders/Declaration/declaration.pdf



e The Terms of Reference of the ASEAN Intergovernmental Commission on
Human Rights (AICHR) provide ASEAN’s primary regional mechanism for
the promotion and protection of human rights and fundamental freedoms;6
and

e The ASEAN Political-Security Community Blueprint 2025 underscores the
importance of democratic values, the rule of law, good governance and
people-oriented participation as essential foundations for regional peace,
stability and resilience.

International and Domestic Election Observation Frameworks

These principles are equally reflected in both international and domestic
election observation frameworks, which together recognize that credible
elections are inseparable from the protection of fundamental rights and
freedoms. As established by the Declaration of Principles for International
Election Observation, “genuine democratic elections cannot be achieved
unless a wide range of other human rights and fundamental freedoms can be
exercised on an ongoing basis without discrimination and without arbitrary
and unreasonable restrictions. They, like other human rights and democracy
more broadly, cannot be achieved without the protections of the rule of law.””
International election observation therefore recognizes that the protection of
civic space, political participation, and fundamental freedoms is essential to
democratic electoral processes.

Complementing this international framework, the Global Network of Domestic
Election Monitors (GNDEM) in the Declaration of Global Principles for
Nonpartisan Election Observation and Monitoring by Citizen Organizations,
affirming that citizen observers work to ensure that individuals can exercise
their rights to participate in public affairs and to protect the democratic and
civic rights essential to genuine elections, thereby underscoring their role as
actors engaged in the defence of fundamental human rights.8 The Declaration
also defines non-partisan election observation and monitoring as the
mobilization of citizens in a politically neutral, impartial, and non-
discriminatory manner to Iindependently evaluate electoral frameworks,
processes, institutions, and political environments, provide accurate and timely
analysis;, and advocate for improvements that advance genuine democratic
elections and full citizen participation in political processes.

(6) Terms of Reference of the ASEAN Intergovernmental Commission on Human Rights (AICHR), paras. 1.1 and 1.4, recognizing the promotion and
protection of human rights and fundamental freedoms as part of ASEAN’s purposes and principles, and establishing AICHR as the overarching
institution responsible for human rights cooperation in ASEAN.

(7) Declaration of Principles for International Election Observation and Code of Conduct for International Election Observers, commemorated at
the United Nations, New York, 27 October 2005

(8) https://gndem.org/declaration-of-global-principles/



In doing so, citizen observers contribute directly to ensuring that individuals
are able to exercise their political and civic rights freely and meaningfully,
thereby underscoring their role as actors engaged in the defence and
promotion of fundamental human rights.”

While international and citizen election observation operate through distinct
mandates and methodologies, both are grounded in shared democratic
principles and frequently cooperate closely in promoting electoral integrity,
transparency, accountability, and public confidence in electoral processes.
Citizen observers, in particular, play an indispensable role through their long-
term presence, contextual knowledge, and continued engagement before,
during, and after elections, contributing directly to the protection and
promotion of political participation and other fundamental rights within their
respective societies.

Non-Interference, Sovereignty, and Democratic Resilience

Importantly, the call to recognize citizen election observers as human rights
defenders should not be interpreted as an external intrusion into domestic
political affairs or as inconsistent with ASEAN’s principles of sovereignty
and non-interference. Rather, such recognition strengthens the credibility and
independence, integrity, and sovereignty of domestic electoral processes by
reinforcing public trust, transparency, and peaceful democratic participation.
In this regard, ASEAN’s principle of non-interference can be understood
alongside the region’s shared commitment to democratic governance, the rule
of law and the fundamental freedoms; as reflected in the ASEAN Charter and
the related regional human rights commitments. Moreover, strengthening the
protection and professionalism of citizen observers can reinforce confidence
in national institutions, while supporting ASEAN’s broader objectives of
regional stability, the rule of law and good governance.

Shrinking Civic Space and Emerging Threats

Across Asia, however, shrinking civic space and increasing political repression
have placed election observers in an increasingly precarious position. Regional
democracy assessments indicate sustained declines in political rights, civic
space, and electoral freedoms across South and Southeast Asia, creating
heightened risks for domestic monitoring organizations."

(9) Declaration of Global Principles for Non-Partisan Election Observation and Monitoring by Citizen Organizations and Code of Conduct for Non-
Partisan Citizen Election Observers and Monitors (2012), recognizing citizen election observation as an exercise of the right to participate in public
affairs through independent, impartial, and non-discriminatory monitoring of electoral processes.

(10) https://monitor.civicus.org/globalfindings_2025/asiapacific/;



In addition to physical and legal risks, citizen election observers increasingly
face digital threats including online harassment, surveillance, disinformation
campaigns and coordinated attacks aimed at undermining the credibility of
election observation efforts.

These challenges are particularly visible across Southeast Asia, where
domestic election observers and civil society actors operate under highly
varied political contexts. In some ASEAN member states, citizen observer
groups continue to contribute meaningfully to democratic consolidation and
electoral transparency. In others, observers and broader civil society
organizations face restrictions on association, public participation, access to
information, surveillance, harassment, or limitations on civic engagement.
These differing realities and evolving forms of pressure demonstrate that the
protection of election observers cannot be approached uniformly, but instead
requires a regionally grounded understanding of the diverse political and
human rights environments across ASEAN.

The broader human rights challenges faced across Southeast Asia also extend
beyond elections alone. The risks faced by observers mirror challenges
documented globally. Research shows that domestic election monitors are
increasingly targeted by authoritarian and hybrid regimes that fear public
scrutiny during elections!” The Journal of Democracy notes that in many
countries, observers face dangers similar to those confronting other human
rights defenders, reinforcing that their work is inherently rights-protective and
must be safeguarded under the same international norms. As recognized by
the UN Special Rapporteur on Human Rights Defenders, election observers
worldwide face an increasing range of threats, from harassment and false-
accusations to detention, expulsion, and even violence.”

Comparative Regional and International Developments

Regional bodies outside Asia have also begun advancing protections. For
example, the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights and the European
Commission for Democracy through Law (Venice Commission) have all
supported initiatives that frame election observers as defenders of democratic
rights, helping shield them from reprisals and restrictions.”

1) https://www.journalofdemocracy.org/online-exclusive/why-election-observers-are-human-rights-defenders/
(12) https://srdefenders.org/information/the-situation-of-election-observers-as-human-rights-defenders%EF%BF%BC/
(13) https://www.oas.org/en/iachr/jsForm/?File=/en/iachr/media_center/preleases/2024/112.asp



In its Report on Election Observers as Human Rights Defenders, the Venice
Commission affirmed that election observers contribute to the protection of
political participation and democratic integrity and should therefore be
afforded protections consistent with those extended to human rights
defenders”

Why ASEAN Recognition Matters

In contrast, Asia still lacks a comparable regional recognition framework
despite the growing pressures faced by citizen observers and civil society
actors across many parts of the continent, including Southeast, South, and
East Asia. While the political realities and democratic trajectories across Asia
remain diverse, this should not prevent the region from advancing meaningful
regional norms that strengthen democratic participation and civic protection.
ASEAN therefore has an important opportunity to take a constructive and
forward-looking first step by recognizing citizen election observers as human
rights defenders within the Southeast Asian context. Such a move would not
only reinforce ASEAN’s own commitments to democratic governance, the rule
of law, and fundamental freedoms, but could also contribute to shaping
broader regional conversations across Asia on the protection of civic space
and democratic participation.

A formal ASEAN resolution recognizing citizen election observers as human
rights defenders would therefore:

1. Affirm existing international obligations of ASEAN member states to
protect individuals and groups engaged in promoting human rights;

2.Strengthen the protection environment for domestic monitoring
organizations facing threats, harassment, and undue restrictions;

3.Signal ASEAN’s commitment to democratic norms during a period of
democratic backsliding in parts of the region;

4.Provide a normative basis for future guidelines, cooperation mechanisms,
and peer-learning on safe, independent, and professional election
observation;

5.Support regional stability, as credible elections contribute to peaceful
political transitions and public trust in governance; and

6.Encourage stronger regional solidarity and cooperation among civil
society organizations, election observers, and democratic stakeholders
across ASEAN in defending civic space, protecting democratic
participation, and responding collectively to threats against human rights
and electoral integrity.

(14) European Commission for Democracy through Law (Venice Commission), Report on Election Observers as Human Rights Defenders, CDL-
AD(2024)039, adopted at the 141st Plenary Session, Venice, 6-7 December 2024.



In light of these shared principles and regional commitments, ANFREL and its
partners respectfully encourage ASEAN to consider advancing a constructive
and forward-looking regional initiative, including an ASEAN resolution that
formally recognizes citizen election observers as human rights defenders and
incorporates, at minimum, the following commitments:

e Formal recognition that citizen election observers are human rights
defenders under ASEAN’s own commitments;

o A call for all ASEAN member states to guarantee the rights of observers to
operate freely, safely, and independently;

e Encouragement for ASEAN bodies, including the ASEAN
Intergovernmental Commission on Human Rights (AICHR), to engage with
observer networks to develop regional principles or guidelines on the
protection of election observers;

e A commitment to prevent and address reprisals against individuals and
organizations engaged in election monitoring; and

e Encouragement for ASEAN member states and regional stakeholders to
strengthen solidarity networks among civil society organizations, citizen
observer groups, and democratic actors across Southeast Asia to promote
mutual support, knowledge-sharing, and collective protection mechanisms.

This recognition is not only timely but necessary. In a period where
democratic institutions are under pressure and civic space is contracting,
defending those who defend elections is indispensable. ASEAN has the
opportunity to set a strong precedent - aligned with global human rights
principles and regional democratic aspirations - by affirming that citizen
election observers are, and must be treated as human rights defenders.



Respectfully,
The undersigned ANFREL members and partners

1.Asian Cultural Forum on Development Foundation, Thailand
2.Committee for Free and Fair Elections in Cambodia (COMFREL), Cambodia
3.FORUM-ASIA
4.Jaringan Pendidikan Pemilih untuk Rakyat (JPPR), Indonesia
5.Komite Independen Pemantau Pemilu (KIPP), Indonesia
6.Legal Network for Truthful Elections (LENTE), Philiopines
7.Maruah, Singapore
8.National Citizens’ Movement for Free Elections (NAMFREL), Philiopines
9.New Myanmar Foundation, Myanmar
10.0Open Forum for Democracy Foundation, Thailand
11.Parish Pastoral Council for Responsible Voting (PPCRV), Philippines
12.People’s Alliance for Credible Elections (PACE), Myanmar
13.Perkumpulan untuk Pemilu dan Demokrasi (PERLUDEM), Indonesia
14.Popular Democracy Committee, Thailand
15.The Coalition for Clean and Fair Elections (BERSIH), Malaysia
16.We Watch, Thailand
17.Women Caucus in Politics, Timor Leste
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