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Ahmed Shaheed 
Colchester • Essex, United Kingdom 

ashaheed@essex.ac.uk • +447446915130 
  

EXPERIENCE           
 
UN Special Rapporteur on Freedom of Religion or Belief              2016– Present 
• Pioneer an intersectional, human rights based-approach to the promotion of freedom of thought, 

conscience, religion or belief by reporting on crosscutting human rights challenges including 
gender equality; religious intolerance; antisemitism; a human rights-based approach to Agenda 
2030; freedom of expression; the human rights implications of counter terrorism and 
Islamophobia; 

• Persuade States, though advocacy and negotiation to implement human rights reforms e.g., in 
Uzbekistan, Tunisia, Albania, the Netherlands and Sri Lanka; 

• Influence States and international organizations, e.g., US, EU, OIC, Canada to adopt inclusive, 
human rights-based foreign policy measures; 

• Prioritize grassroots engagement globally in the mandate’s research, monitoring and fact-finding; 
• Expand the mandate’s reach by collaborating with non-traditional partners of the mandate, 

including women’s & LGBT+ rights actors (secular and faith-based); Jewish human rights 
monitors; Humanists and indigenous peoples; and by completing extensive travel in the ‘Global 
South’; 

• Engage with States on cases reported to the mandate that represent infringements of human rights; 
engage in follow-up to push for accountability for violations of international legal commitments; 

• Galvanize faith-based actors to promote human rights through Faith for Rights capacity-building 
program for religious and faith based leaders; 

• Use diplomatic channels to negotiate the release (and sometimes resettlement) of prisoners of 
conscience; 

• Support strategic human rights litigation e.g. UN Human Rights Committee Comm. No. 
2785/2016 Rasheed vs. the Maldives; Comm, No. 2851/2016; Mohamed Nasheed vs. the Maldives 
and national level cases in the Maldives (prisoners of conscience) and in the UK (discrimination 
against Humanists); successfully blocked the re-introduction of death penalty in the Maldives. 

• Work to implement mandate recommendations through engagement with civil society, States and 
multilateral actors e.g. UNESCO, OSCE, OHCHR, Office of the UN Secretary General etc.; 

• Respond to emerging human rights crises, e.g. COVID-19 and populist backlash against human 
rights, through media, direct engagement with States, and strategy development with civil society;  

• Advised – in coordination with the Convention against Torture Initiative - the governments of 
Grenada and St. Lucia on best practice for generating public support, including amongst religious 
leaders, for accession to UN Convention Against Torture;  

• Revived the ‘Istanbul Process’ – a series of inter-governmental meetings to advance the 
implementation of UN Human Rights Council (HRC) resolution 16/18 on combatting religious 
intolerance – by convincing senior officials of the Netherlands’ Government to host the process. 
 

 
Human Rights Centre and School of Law, University of Essex             2012– Present 
Senior Lecturer and Co-Deputy Director of Essex Human Rights Centre                          
• Produce interdisciplinary research on social change, international institutions, human rights and 

diplomacy; 
• Train students (approx. 300 to date) in human rights investigation, advocacy, litigation and 

resilience; 
• Lead Essex Human Rights Summer School on research methods to strengthen the capacity of 

human rights professionals from diverse disciplines and regions to address complex human rights 
violations; 

• Develop University-wide protocols on responding to bias/hate incidents and on promoting 
inclusive higher education; 
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Human Rights, Big Data and Technology Project, University of Essex                      2015– Present 
Co-Director                           
• Transformed approach of the UN Human Rights Council to digital technologies by working with 

a coalition of academics and NGOs to research and expose the human rights implications of 
emerging technologies; 

• Provided significant input to lead state sponsors (Germany and Brazil) of Human Rights Council 
Resolution 42/15 resulting in the resolution’s emphasis on the need to incorporate human rights 
protection into the full life-cycle of emerging technologies and to address the human rights 
implications of Artificial Intelligence; 

• Evaluated ability of the United Nations Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights to 
respond to human rights abuses in the context of privately developed surveillance technologies.  

United Nations Special Rapporteur on the human rights situation in Iran  2011 –2015                  
• Appointed by the UN Human Rights Council as its first Special Rapporteur on the human rights 

situation in Iran (since termination of mandate in 2002); 
• Pioneered the use of novel methodologies, such as modern technologies, clinical studies and large 

data sets for examining human rights violations in Iran;  
• Investigated and reported on human rights abuses in the country including, but not limited to, 

systematic violations of due process rights, structural discrimination against religious minorities, 
LGBT+ persons, women and girls, inhumane prison conditions, restrictions on speech and 
assembly, and the denial of economic, social and cultural rights; 

• Incorporated a gender perspective throughout the mandate; 
• Campaigned for human rights accountability in Iran; amplified the concerns and experiences of 

victims of human rights abuses at the UN; through bilateral engagement with States; and 
extensive media engagement throughout the world; 

• Persuaded Iranian regime to improve due process rights, cease use of the death penalty for 
narcotics offenses and to engage with UN human rights mechanisms; 

• Mobilized funding to lead capacity-building programs for Iranian human rights defenders; 
• Coordinated human rights advocates – both diaspora and persons within the country - to 

collectively advocate at the international and domestic levels; 
• Made numerous, urgent public and private appeals to the Government of Iran to halt imminent 

human rights abuses, including executions, arbitrary detentions, the persecution of religious and 
ethnic minorities and enforced disappearances; 

• Persuaded sanctions-imposing countries to take a human rights-based approach to humanitarian 
exemptions. 
 

Advisor to the UN Office on Genocide Protection              2014 – Present 
• Provide human rights expertise on the implementation of the UN Secretary General’s Plan of 

Action on Hate Speech; 
• Contributed to the development of the Plan of Action for Religious Leaders and Actors to Prevent 

Incitement to Violence that could lead to Atrocity Crimes (Fez Process); 
• Successfully championed a human rights-based approach by ensuring the participation of 

minority faith groups and non-religious belief groups in development of the plan; 
• Served as an expert on methods to empower faith-based actors to find common ground between 

their faith-based commitments and international human rights law. 
 
Chair, Board of Trustees, Universal Rights Group, Geneva                                         2013 - Present 
• Co-founded an international human rights think tank designed to inspire collaborative research 

and dialogue between State delegations, policy professionals and human rights practitioners on 
means of strengthening the impact of UN Human Rights mechanisms; 

• Mobilised external funding for the initial creation and subsequent funding to ensure sustainability; 
• Established a forum (Glion Dialogue) to foster reflective engagement among State delegations, 

academics and UN officials on UN Human Rights mechanisms; 
• Influenced changes in the working methods of the UN Human Rights Council to strengthen 

impact of the Council, including the development of the preventive mandate of the Council; 
• Increased the capacity of small states to engage with the Council and to implement their human 

rights obligations. 
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Advisor to the President on de-radicalisation and on foreign policy, Maldives                         2011                                                                                               
• Reviewed national capacity to address growing radicalisation in the country; 
• Instigated human rights training for government officials, including security, policing and judicial 

actors;  
• Created a policy exchange network between Islamic law experts and international experts on 

terrorism and radicalisation;  
• Advised the President on bilateral engagement with Middle Eastern and North African states and 

on policy coordination with South Asian states on countering violent extremism. 
  
Presidential Commission Investigating Corruption, Maldives                                           2009-2012 
• Co-ordinated an international forensic investigation into illegal oil sales to Myanmar between 

2001-2005 by Maldives State Trading Organisation; 
• Filed lawsuits in Singapore High Court for disclosure and recovery of stolen assets. 
 
Minister of Foreign Affairs, Maldives        2005 – 2007 & 2008- 2010                                                                                                                            
Operational leadership 
• Directed the State’s diplomacy, bilateral, and multilateral relations affairs;  
• Managed the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the diplomatic service and the Department of External 

Resources (approx. 150 people), and the budgets of all three, during the State’s transition from 
autocracy to democracy; 

• Spokesperson for the country in its external affairs and internally for the reform agenda; 
• Repaired strained bilateral relations with India, the EU and the US; 
• Mobilized post-tsunami foreign assistance and co-ordinated domestic needs assessment, including 

the identification of crisis response projects; 
• Transformed internal operations of the Ministry: established an internal communications system; 

mainstreamed transparency; increased co-ordination among embassies and domestic government 
agencies and instituted annual conferences involving all heads of missions and consulates;   

• Increased the number of (i) missions abroad from 4 to 10 and (ii) non-resident accreditations from 
4 to 14; 

• Fundraised internationally to establish a foreign affairs training institute that facilitated staff 
development, provided human rights education for diplomats and afforded leadership training for 
Heads of Mission;   

• Implemented a new (merit-based) system for hiring and promotion;  
• Created mechanisms to foster domestic grassroots engagement in foreign policy; 
• Established close working relationships between the Ministry and human rights interlocutors, 

including Amnesty International, Reporters Without Borders (RSF), Commonwealth human 
rights actors, European Parliament Members; hosted Maldives’ first UN Human Rights Advisor;  

• Navigated hostile and politicised parliamentary oversight of the Ministry (including impeachment 
proceedings over normalising relations with Israel, recognising Kosovo and agreeing to host 
refugees) by promoting transparent operations, hosting regular dialogues with parliament, public 
education, and strategically engaging international actors; 

• Mobilized international budgetary support to overcome domestic shortfall amidst global financial 
crisis in order to achieve advancement in social and economic inclusion and democratic transition. 
 

Policy leadership 
• Revolutionized State’s foreign policy and domestic human rights policy; 
• Overcame deeply embedded resistance to international law to lead the country’s accession to 6 

International Human Rights Conventions and to implement them in law and practice; 
• Successfully instituted a moratorium on the death penalty, including by generating support 

amongst leading religious figures; 
• Issued a standing invitation to all UN Special Procedures and hosted several visits;  
• Secured the release of all prisoners of conscience, including the leader of the Opposition; 
• Rescued stalled national negotiations on democratic transition by initiating and leading the 

“Westminster House Process of 2006-2007” – a series of negotiations between the Government 
and the opposition in the presence of the UK High Commissioner – to re-establish trust and build 
support for reform; 
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• Successfully campaigned for the Maldives’ election to the UN Human Rights Council (2010);  
• Organized a meeting of 8 South Asian heads of government in the southernmost Atoll of 

Maldives to widen local engagement with foreign policy. 
 

Global human rights leadership 
• Advocated for urgent action on climate change, including by mobilising Small Island States ahead 

of, and during, the Copenhagen COP in 2010; 
• Built the ‘Maldives Model’ for the Universal Periodic Review (civil society engagement in 

developing the State Party report and the inclusion of the NHRI in the State delegation); 
• Pursued the promotion of human rights standards internationally; broke ranks with the 

Organization of Islamic Cooperation on issues such as the death penalty and repudiation of the 
Gaddafi regime in Libya; 

• Actively supported Kosovo’s bid for independence both at the International Court of Justice and 
by motivating up to 20 other States to recognize Kosovo’s statehood. 

 
Open Society Association of Maldives & New Maldives Movement    
Founder                                                                                                                         2005-2009  
• Founded and directed one of the first human rights civil society organizations in the Maldives; 
• Led advocacy campaigns to advance protections for freedom of speech, gender equality, 

economic justice and good governance; 
• Designed and delivered citizenship education programs to empower marginalised communities in 

the Maldives in advance of the State’s first multiparty elections; 
• Established the ‘New Maldives Movement’ to advance democratic principles amongst political 

parties. 
 
Constitutional Assembly, Maldives        2004 – 2007 
Member appointed by the President                     
• Successfully championed the elimination of the gender bar on the Office of the President; 
• Lobbied members of the Assembly to support proposals for democratic and human rights reforms; 
• Resigned from the Assembly following the President’s refusal to apply the new presidential two-

term limit to himself. 
 

Human Rights and Good Governance Project, Office of the President, Maldives 
Director and Chief Government Spokesperson                   2003 – 2007 
• Appointed Chief Government spokesperson to communicate the extensive policy changes to the 

public, and across government, in a time of rapid change; 
• Led a national audit of governance and human rights deficits by consulting with government and 

municipal officials, civil society, media, members of legal profession, business; military and 
political opposition figures; Reported on reform proposals (Nov 2003-Jan 2004) and secured 
political approval to implement such reforms ( Human Rights and Democratic Reform Agenda); 

• Ensured inclusive public engagement on proposed constitutional reforms; widely disseminated 
reform agenda; organized an extensive series of public forums and successfully advocated for a 
public referendum; 

• Built capacity across government to enable increased access to information for the public; 
• Instituted a range of activities to support training for local media; 
• Co-ordinated government-wide efforts to reform the country’s criminal justice system: separated 

police and security forces (2004); carried out a series of in-person activities to increase awareness 
amongst police of human rights obligations (2005-2006); 

• Secured government approval to allow political parties and delivered public education 
programmes on political pluralism (2005); 

• Established the first independent oversight bodies of the government: National Human Rights 
Institution (2003) and Police Integrity Commission (2004); 

• Developed and published a detailed ‘Roadmap for the Reform Agenda’ in March 2006 with 
specific, measurable and time-bound measures for democratic reform; 

• Implemented a system of oversight for the prison system, including by facilitating access to 
opposition MPs, foreign diplomats and monitors. 
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Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Maldives       1999 – 2004 
Permanent Secretary                     
• Oversaw the Department of External Resources (development assistance); 
• Increased donor support to the Maldives for capacity-building of staff; 
• Safeguarded – through intense lobbying of States - necessary economic assistance for the 

Maldives upon the country’s graduation from the Group of Least Developed Countries; 
• Directed the consultative formulation of a national policy - ‘Maldives Vision 2020’ - that served 

as a blueprint for the achievement of economic, social and political inclusion in the country; 
• Established the UK-Maldives All Party Group to promote greater engagement between the United 

Kingdom and the Maldives.  
 
South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation (SAARC)                     1995-1998 
National Focal Point for the Maldives; Group of Eminent Persons    
• Represented the Maldives at SAARC – a regional intergovernmental organization of States in 

South Asia; 
• Negotiated key protections for the Lesser Developed Countries in the South Asian Free Trade 

Treaty;  
• Successfully altered SAARC Charter to enhance the forum’s ability to address contentious 

bilateral matters, including conflict through ‘informal political consultations’; 
• Proposed and secured support to develop the South Asian Social Charter – the primary regional 

framework to promote equitable human development.   

Other Affiliations          
• Member, Advisory Board, European External Action Service on Global Engagement on Religion 

and Society Project (2020 – present)                                                                 
• Visiting Professor, University of Oxford, UK (2018– Present)   
• Senior Fellow, Raoul Wallenberg Human Rights Centre, Montreal (2017 -Present)                                                                                                                                               
 
AWARDS AND HONORS         
• Leo Nevas Human Rights (Global Leadership) Award, UN Foundation (2015)                    
• Presidential Medal of Gratitude, Albania (2010)                                                                                     
• Muslim Democrat of the Year, Center for the Study of Islam and Democracy, Washington DC 

(2009) 
 
EDUCATION            

University of Queensland, Australia (1999) 
PhD International Relations                                                                                                            

University College of Wales, United Kingdom (1989) 
BScEcon (Hons) International Politics and Strategic Studies 
 

 
 


