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Five-Region Symposium Series 2012 - 2014
Leprosy and Human Rights: Principles and Guidelines for the elimination of discrimination against persons affected by leprosy and their family members

Organized by The Nippon Foundation
Feared since biblical times as a contagious and incurable disease, leprosy underwent a transformation in the early 1980s with the development of an effective treatment. Since then, some 16 million people have been cured of the disease worldwide. Thanks to the efforts made by governments of leprosy-endemic nations, the WHO, international and local NGOs and other stakeholders, the number of leprosy patients has declined dramatically; today, the annual number of new cases reported worldwide is now below 250,000 per year. 
While medical efforts to conquer leprosy have made tremendous progress, it is fair to say that efforts to tackle the disease’s social aspects have lagged behind. Due to the general public’s ignorance, misunderstanding, indifference or fear, millions of people cured of leprosy and even their families still suffer from the stigma associated with the disease. 

At different times and places, the way leprosy patients and their families have been treated by governments, communities, schools, companies, hospitals and other organizations, including religious institutions, has constituted a serious violation of their human rights.  Enforced isolation, limited or no access to social services, discrimination in the job market, obstacles in the way of getting an education, and problems finding a place to live are just some of the ways that people affected by leprosy have suffered.

Over the centuries, the stigma visited upon people affected by leprosy represents one of the most pervasive forms of social injustice suffered by any one group of human beings.

Article 1 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights states that: “All human beings are born free and equal in dignity and rights.” This includes every person affected by leprosy, yet legal, social and economic discrimination persists. 

For society to live up to Article 1, it is essential that the inherent rights of people affected by leprosy, embodied in the Declaration, are acknowledged. 

Putting this age-old issue to rest will help to realize a society in which every human being is able to enjoy his or her fundamental human rights, and in which the dignity of every human being is recognized.

Much effort has been made to appeal to the United Nations Human Rights Council and related organizations by various stakeholders including The Nippon Foundation.  In December 2010, the UN General Assembly unanimously adopted a resolution and accompanying principles and guidelines on “Elimination of Stigma and Discrimination against persons affected by leprosy and their family members.” In the long history of discrimination suffered by people affected by leprosy, “UN Resolution A/RES/65/215” represents a historic advance toward restoring their rights and enabling them to live lives of dignity.  However, there is still much work to be done. Governments and civil society need to be made aware of the resolution and its implications. 

To that end, The Nippon Foundation, together with partner organizations, is organizing five regional symposia to raise awareness of this resolution and to explore ways that the principles and guidelines can be implemented by governments, civil society organizations, educational institutions, business enterprises, medical associations, health sector organizations and other stakeholders. 

This series of symposia invites political leaders, government officials (both national and local), representatives from international organizations, foundations, international and local NGOs, human rights organizations, scholars, organizations of/for people affected by leprosy, and media to brief them on leprosy-related stigma and discrimination and to bring to their attention the principles and guidelines as a tool for tackling them.

The first of these regional symposia was organized in Brazil in February 2012. The second symposium was organized in India in October 2012.  The third symposium was organized in Ethiopia. The Middle East and Europe will follow in 2014. After these regional symposia, we plan to host an international symposium at the UN Headquarters in New York in 2015 and produce a report and commentary on how to take things forward and ensure that the resolution is implemented in both spirit and letter.
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