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The Universal Declaration of Human Rights turns 60 this year and to celebrate this 

anniversary the theme "Reaffirming Human Rights: The Universal Declaration at 60” was 

chosen for the annual DPI/NGO Conference. The Conference was organized by the 

Department of Public Information in cooperation with the NGO community, assisted by the 

United Nations Educational Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), the Office of 

the High Commissioner for Human Rights and the Government of France. 

The aim of this year’s Conference was to highlight effective ways in which civil society, in 

partnership with other actors, can contribute to the advancement of human rights at the 

international, regional, national and local levels. A major feature of this conference was its 

emphasis on active participation through involvement in the 5 roundtables, the 42 midday 

workshops and the associated breakout sessions.  



General Superior, Bro. René Stockman, was invited to speak on behalf of the Brothers of 

Charity, during the midday session on Wednesday, the second roundtable on Thursday and 

the following breakout session. In general, he spoke about the situation of mental health care 

in the world and more in specific about the way the Brothers of Charity try to encounter the 

discrimination towards people with a mental illness in society and in health care institutions.  

“As Brothers of Charity, already for more than 200 years, we try to overcome discrimination 

of psychiatric patients by taking care for them and by providing them an adapted therapy. 

 Out of our basic attitude of love, we developed worldwide a high competence in the field of 

mental health care.  Indeed, love and professionalism are not in opposition to each other, but 

are in logical relation with each other.  And it is through this professionalism that we can 

show the society that also people with a mental disorder are human beings, are sick persons 

who need our care, our support.  When we realise to bring back f.e. chronic psychiatric 

patients into the society, than we give a great signal to the society to change their mentality 

towards psychiatric patients, who are seen in so many cases as possessed people, and 

therefore marginalized, bearing a severe stigma.  That is also the reason that our strategy is 

always to start with the care of chronic psychiatric patients, because they are the most 

forgotten ones, and in taking care of them we can influence very directly the mentality” 

(Brother Stockman). 
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The subject discussed on Wednesday was “International Community Mental Health 

Education: Human Rights Based Training at the Grassroots Level”. In this session the 

panellists presented human rights community mental health education for professional 

intervention across cultures, and for training local people where psychosocial care is 

unavailable. The organizing institute of this workshop, the International Association of 

Schools of Social Work, provided the moderator, Mrs. Janice Wetzel. The round table on 

Thursday addressed the theme: “Overcoming Discrimination to Realize Human Rights and 

Dignity for All”, and was moderated by Gilian Sorensen. This interactive dialogue was 

followed by a 90-minutes “break-out session”, where the moderator and expert panellists 

were invited to participate in a more in-depth dialogue with NGOs about discrimination and 

best practices. In this respect Brother Stockman discussed the experiences of the “Ahadi” 

project more in detail. “It was an honour that we could present to the audience our project of 

distance learning “Ahadi” of Kigoma in Tanzania.  Thousands of young people, living in the 

refugee-camps,  received through these programs a new perspectives in their life.  The 

diploma they received through their studies became the passport for reintegration in their 

society.  Through “Ahadi”, we understood fully that education is really the key for 

development” (Brother Stockman). 
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Presentation of the Ahadi project at the breakout session 

More information and video recaps of the highlights of the Conference (ex. speeches Ban Ki-

Moon, Simone Veil, roundtable discussions,…) can be found on 

http://un.org/dpi/ngosection/conference/home.  
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