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Hillel Neuer, BA 93, the executive director of UN Watch, works to ensure that 
the United Nations and its UN Human Rights Council follow their own ideals.

Watching thewatchers
by Howard Bokser

H
i l l e l Ne u e r, BA 93 (w e s t. s o c. c u lt. & p o l i. s c i.), 
is a busy man. Neuer is executive director of UN Watch, 
a non-governmental organization [NGO] that keeps a 
close eye on the controversial United Nation Human 
Rights Council based in Geneva, Switzerland, the UN 

in New York City and human rights abuses around the world. 
“And human rights issues arise 24-hours a day,” Neuer says.

UN Watch (unwatch.org) was founded in 1993 by Morris 
Abram, an American lawyer who worked at the Nuremberg 
war crimes tribunal after the Second World War, was a lead-
ing advocate in the civil rights movement, served under five 
American presidents and was the United States’ ambassador to 
the UN in Geneva. UN Watch’s stated mission is to monitor the 
performance of the United Nations by the yardstick of its own 
charter. It also is often called upon by international media or-
ganizations to provide analyses and commentaries on UN and 
human rights issues. “In a given year, we may be quoted in 250 
separate articles, in Reuters, The Economist, The International 
Herald Tribune, The New York Times or The Wall Street Journal. 
And I’ve debated on CNN, Fox News, BBC, Al Jazeera and other 
TV networks,” Neuer points out.

Neuer graduated from the Liberal Arts College and also ma-
jored in Political Science at Concordia. He then earned civil 
and common-law degrees from McGill University, completing 
his final year at Hebrew University in Jerusalem. He remained 
in Israel to clerk for an Israeli Supreme Court justice and com-
pleted a master’s of law degree at Hebrew University. Neuer 
then took a position at a New York City law firm, Paul, Weiss, 
Rifkind, Wharton & Garrison LLP, and in 2004, became execu-
tive director of UN Watch.

Alumnus profile
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One of Neuer’s former Concordia professors, Frederick 
Krantz, was the founding principal of the Liberal Arts College. 
“Hillel was an outstanding student. He was also an intern for 
CIJR and editor of Dateline: Middle East, our student magazine,” 
recalls Krantz, who is also director of the Canadian Institute 
for Jewish Research (CIJR), a Montreal-based think-tank. “As 
leader of UN Watch, Hillel brings judicial skills and writing and 
analytical ability, which, I’d like to think, he picked up, at least 
in part, at the Liberal Arts College and CIJR.” Neuer delivered 
the keynote address and a seminar on human rights advocacy 
at the Liberal Arts College’s 30th anniversary celebrations in 
2009. “As a result, several of our students were motivated to 
pursue human rights law,” Krantz says.

Irwin Cotler, a Canadian Member of Parliament and McGill 
University law professor who taught Neuer at McGill, says the 
two have remained close. “Hillel has shown exemplary lead-
ership at UN Watch, which holds the UN accountable for its 
own founding ideals,” Cotler says. “He also organized the first 
and second Geneva Summit for Human Rights, Tolerance and 
Democracy, which I attended and which brought together hu-
man-rights defenders to address important issues, such as 
genocide. It was a dramatic contrast to the work of the Human 
Rights Council, which is located right across the street.”

Concordia University Magazine met with Hillel Neuer to dis-
cuss his time at Concordia, the UN and the Human Rights 
Council and the role of UN Watch.

Concordia University Magazine: What are your 
memories of Concordia and the Liberal Arts College?
Hillel Neuer: The Liberal Arts College offered a community 
dedicated to the pursuit of knowledge, truth, philosophy, art, 
literature. It really developed a community and a culture of 
culture! I had a number of great teachers, such as professors 
Fred Krantz, the late Harvey Shulman and Virginia Nixon.

Explain UN Watch’s role.
We’re an NGO, a UN-accredited organization. We participate 
at all sessions of the Human Rights Council. We have the right 
to speak. NGOs do not have that opportunity in New York at the 
Security Council or the General Assembly. But in Geneva, we’re 
part of the debate. 

The mission of UN Watch is to uphold the principles of 
the UN Charter, a great, liberal document written by ideal-
ists working for U.S. President Franklin D. Roosevelt, with the 
vision of an international organization that would protect prin-
ciples of freedom and peace. We monitor the UN and speak out 
when it veers off those principles—which it too often does, un-
fortunately—and we promote human rights.

A large part of our work was looking at the Human Rights 
Commission, which had noble beginnings but, unfortunately, 
veered off track. It became so bad that, in 2005, UN secre-
tary general Kofi Annan effectively killed it. He said it had 
become politicized and that countries were joining to shield 
their own records of abuse. He proposed to scrap it and cre-
ated the Human Rights Council. Unfortunately, this new body 
hasn’t been better. In fact, it’s been worse. The government 
of Libyan dictator Muammar Khadhafi was just elected to sit 
on the Council for the next three years. Libya will join existing 
members like China, Cuba, Pakistan, Egypt and Saudi Arabia—
countries that are widely criticized for their systematic abuses 
of human rights and who dominate the agenda. It’s an upside-
down world.

Not surprisingly, this Council often adopts resolutions that 
undermine human rights. In May 2009, after Sri Lanka killed 
an estimated 20,000 civilians in their war with Tamil rebels, 
the European Union triggered a special session of the Human 
Rights Council to hold Sri Lanka accountable. But because the 
democratic faction is a minority in the Council, the repressive 
regimes were able to twist the text so that it ended up prais-
ing Sri Lanka. Those who initiated the session had to pull their 
sponsorship; their good intentions were inverted by the coun-
cil majority.

How does UN Watch fit into that equation?

The UN needs watchdogs. Canada, for example, is a vibrant 
democracy because we have institutions of accountability: 
freedom of speech, blogs critiquing the government, an 
independent judiciary, free elections, a free press and so forth. 
But when the Human Rights Council adopts a resolution that 
is flawed or outright pernicious—like the resolution praising 
Sri Lanka—there’s no recourse, no appeal to bodies like an 
independent court. So our role is to defend the UN principles 
just as the Supreme Court of Canada defends the Charter of 
Rights and Freedoms from any overreach by the government. 

Another major issue for UN Watch, which is affiliated with 
the American Jewish Committee, is to fight anti-Semitism and 
the unequal treatment of Israel, which we believe hurts not 
only Israel but also Palestinians, Middle East peace and the UN 
as a whole.

Israel must be held accountable. The problem at the Council 
is that we don’t see any balance. Israel is repeatedly con-
demned, yet there’s never any attempt to demand the slightest 
accountability from Israel’s neighbours, the Palestinians, Syria 
or even Iran. This one-sided approach deters Israelis from 
trusting the UN. While these resolutions appear to be pro-Pal-
estinian, they’re not. They’ve only encouraged the extremists, 
hindered comprise and harmed the UN’s own credibility as an 
honest broker on the Middle East issue.
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At the last session of the Human Rights 
Council in March 2010, there were five 
resolutions on Israel and only four on 
the rest of the world combined. That’s 
ridiculous! It’s harmful for millions of 
human rights victims around the world 
whose situations never see the light 
of day. There’s a very limited amount 
of time and resources that diplomats 
will devote to a Council session. Every 
one-sided resolution on Israel is time, 
resources and resolutions not devoted to 
victims suffering in Tibet, Zimbabwe or 
Chechnya.

Those who introduce or support these 
resolutions are, themselves, the worst 
violators of human rights. It’s a delib-
erate strategy to deflect attention from 
their own abuses.

In March, Canada was criticized for its treatment of 
minorities by the UN’s Independent Expert on Minority 
Issues, American Gay McDougall. What are your 
thoughts on that?

The expert, who is appointed by the UN Human Rights 
Council, selects a few places each year to visit and report on 
minority rights issues. One place she chose this year was 
Canada. Canada should be held accountable but it’s a question 
of priorities. Canada is one of the best countries for minorities. 
Sure, it’s flawed. I grew up in Quebec and I’m aware of real is-
sues and concerns. That said, from a global perspective, when 
the UN has scarce time and resources, the natural priority 
would be to address countries perpetrating genocide or ethnic 
cleansing and where there’s no one—no free press, no judi-
ciary, no human rights group—to speak out for the minorities. 
These are the victims who really need help from an interna-
tional voice like the UN. To divert this attention to Canada, I 
think, shows a profoundly flawed sense of priorities.

Is the UN still relevant?

The UN is still indispensible. Our world today is globalized. 
We need a global institution to offer a permanent diplomatic 
forum for dialogue and to regulate global problems such as 
health, labour, trade, humanitarian disasters and relief. We 
need the UN. But we need the UN to work right. 

What power does the Human Rights Council have?

The Human Rights Council doesn’t have the power of the 
sword, which is held by the Security Council. It doesn’t have 

the power of the purse, held by the General Assembly. All they 
have is the power of shame, to spotlight country abuses that 
would otherwise go hidden. It’s significant. We know that all 
countries, including major abusers like China, lobby hard to 
prevent any criticism. This proves that words matter.

What power does UN Watch wield?

The power of truth. We are able to educate a large population by 
broadcasting our message in the media and building pressure 
for reform. Our videos have been seen more than one million 
times on YouTube. If we critique a given issue, the UN will hear 
about it. It doesn’t mean they’ll always respond in the right 
way, but it’s heard.

A few years ago, UN High Commissioner of Human Rights 
and former Canadian judge Louise Arbour issued a statement 
praising the Arab Charter of Human Rights, after it had been 
ratified by several Arab states. Key provisions in that text said 
that Zionism had to be eliminated, along with racism. Equating 
Zionism with racism is something the UN had once done 
itself but had repealed in 1991. In his memoirs, Canadian le-
gal scholar John Humphrey, who helped draft the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights in 1948, described that kind of 
language as anti-Semitism. We spoke out immediately. It was 
picked up around the world, including in several Canadian 
newspapers. Within a day or two, Arbour issued a retraction 
saying she was opposed to those provisions. Because of our me-
dia protest, we got that retraction.

Words matter. Word is father to deed. Governments and civi-
lizations are based on a perception of legitimacy. Governments 
do not rule by might alone; they must eventually rule by right 
and a sense of legitimacy.  

Opposite page: Hillel Neuer at the UN in New 

York City. At right: Neuer, far right, with former 

UN secretary general Kofi Anan in Washington 

D.C., in 2006. Neuer argues that the UN 

Human Rights Council’s actions have become 

diametrically opposed to the ideals of the 

Universal Declaration of Human Rights.


