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Chair McGovern, Chair Smith, and Members of the Commission:

The Center for Reproductive Rights (“Center” or “CRR”) respectfully submits this statement for
the record in connection with the Tom Lantos Human Rights Commission’s hearing on “U.S.
Presidency of the G20—An Opportunity to Champion Human Rights” to highlight the concerns
posed by the Trump administration’s approach to human rights. !

The Center is a global human rights organization that uses the power of law to advance
reproductive rights as fundamental human rights which governments around the world are
obligated to protect, respect, and fulfill. Reproductive freedom lies at the heart of the promise of
human dignity, self-determination, and equality embodied in both the U.S. Constitution and the
Universal Declaration of Human Rights (“UDHR”).?

The Group of Twenty (“G20”) is a forum for advancing international cooperation among the
world’s largest economies, comprising 85% of the world’s gross domestic product (“GDP”),
more than 75% of global trade, and more than 60% of the world’s population.® The annual G20
Summit represents an important opportunity to raise human rights issues with world leaders. This
year, the G20 presidency is held by the United States, a country which boycotted the meeting in
2025 in South Africa under the guise of “America First.”* In assuming the presidency, the Trump
administration has the ability to set the agenda for the priorities for the forum.

The Center appreciates the Commission’s attention to the human rights dimensions of the U.S.
G20 Presidency. However, the Center is deeply concerned that the Trump administration’s
approach to human rights—centered on a “natural rights” framework that elevates a narrow set
of rights while actively excluding and delegitimizing well-established human rights, all while
committing systemic human rights violations and withdrawing from and undermining the
multilateral bodies that make up the international human rights system—disqualifies the Trump
administration as a credible champion of human rights on the world stage.
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Rather than an opportunity, the U.S. G20 Presidency under this framework poses a risk: that the
United States will use its platform to advance a selective, ideologically driven vision of rights
that undermines the universal human rights system and emboldens governments seeking to act
with impunity and evade accountability under international law. This statement for the record
addresses three interconnected issues: (1) the Trump administration’s natural rights framework
and its departure from longstanding U.S. human rights policy; (2) the proper scope and limits of
religious freedom under international human rights law; and (3) the consequences of this
approach for U.S. global standing.

L. The “Natural Rights” Framework Narrows Longstanding U.S. Human Rights
Policy

The Trump administration U.S. Department of State’s establishment of an “Office of Natural
Rights” within the Bureau of Democracy, Human Rights, and Labor (“DRL”) signals a
fundamental and troubling departure from decades of bipartisan U.S. human rights policy.’ The
administration’s “natural rights” framework defines rights as “God-given” and grounded in U.S.
founding documents (some of which initially defined certain people as less human than others
and excluded women),® particularly the Declaration of Independence and the Bill of Rights,
rather than in the international human rights framework built over the past 78 years, anchored by
the UDHR and human rights treaties.” The UDHR itself is unambiguous on this point, and the
Vienna Declaration and Programme of Action, adopted by consensus at the 1993 World
Conference on Human Rights, re-affirmed that “all human rights are universal, indivisible and
interdependent and interrelated.”® Any framework that sorts rights into a hierarchy is
fundamentally incompatible with this foundational principle and with the United States’
obligations under international law.

The “natural rights” framework explicitly and selectively chooses so-called “unalienable” or
“natural” rights, typically limited to life, liberty, property, and religious freedom, and discards
others that are universally agreed upon by nation states in the international world order.’ In
practice, this framing is used to delegitimize protections for sexual and reproductive health and
rights, the human rights of LGBTQIA+ persons, and other vulnerable communities.'® All of
these rights are firmly grounded in binding international human rights treaties, the authoritative
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interpretation and consistent jurisprudence of United Nations’ (“UN”) treaty monitoring bodies,
and the interpretive consensus of independent UN human rights experts. !

During the Commission’s hearing on March 5, 2026, witness testimony called on the current
Secretary of State Marco Rubio to adopt and build upon the 2020 Report of the Commission on
Unalienable Rights (“2020 Report”) and characterized then-Secretary of State Anthony Blinken’s
2021 decision to repudiate that report as a mistake to be corrected.'? The Center respectfully but
firmly disagrees. The 2020 Report advanced a false narrative that reproductive rights and other
protections for marginalized communities lack grounding in international human rights law. That
narrative is contradicted by the unequivocal and consistent positions of the UN Human Rights
Committee, the Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (“CESCR”), the Committee
on the Elimination of Discrimination Against Women (“CEDAW?”), and the Committee Against
Torture (“CAT”).!* Specifically, the Human Rights Committee has repeatedly recognized that the
state obligation to ensure reproductive autonomy arises from the right to life and the right to
privacy enshrined in Articles 6 and 17 of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights
(“ICCPR”), a treaty ratified by the United States.!* Reviving the “natural rights” framework and
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the narrative outlined in the 2020 Report as the basis for U.S. G20 human rights engagement
would represent a significant step backward for the United States and is fundamentally
incompatible with the United States’ obligations under international law.

IL. Religious Freedom Is a Fundamental Right, But It Is Not Absolute, and It
Cannot Justify Discrimination or the Denial of Reproductive Rights

The Center fully supports the right to freedom of religion or belief as a fundamental human right.
This hearing’s focus on mechanisms such as the Religion 20 (“R20”) and the G20 Interfaith
Forum reflects a legitimate interest in protecting religious minorities and promoting interfaith
dialogue globally. The promotion of religious freedom must be grounded in the full international
human rights framework, including the clear limits that framework places on the exercise of that
right.

Under international human rights law, the right to freedom of religion or belief is explicitly not
absolute. Article 18(3) of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (“ICCPR”)—a
treaty the United States has ratified—expressly provides that the freedom to manifest religion or
belief may be subject to limitations when necessary to protect the fundamental rights and
freedoms of others.!> The Human Rights Committee has made clear that Article 18 does not
permit the manifestation of religion or belief in a manner that gives rise to gender discrimination
or that jeopardizes the rights of others to timely access quality health care, including sexual and
reproductive health care.'®

This is not a peripheral or contested interpretation. The UN Special Rapporteur on Freedom of
Religion or Belief issued a report in 2020 specifically cautioned against the use of religious
freedom and conscience claims to seek exemptions from laws protecting gender equality and
non-discrimination.!” The Special Rapporteur expressed concern about institutions—including
within the United States—invoking conscience exemptions to refuse to perform abortions, fill
contraceptive prescriptions, provide gender-affirming care, or comply with anti-discrimination
requirements.'® The Special Rapporteur urged governments to reaffirm that religious
considerations do not justify human rights violations, and to ensure that laws permitting
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conscience-based refusals in health care settings do not have discriminatory effects or deny
patients access to lawful services. '’

The CESCR Committee, the CEDAW Committee, and the CAT Committee have consistently
reinforced these limits.?’ They have made clear that where states permit conscience-based
refusals by health care providers, they must establish effective regulatory and enforcement
frameworks to ensure that such refusals do not in practice deny women and girls access to lawful
reproductive health care.?! The CAT Committee has further found that denial or delay of safe
abortion or post-abortion care can, in certain circumstances, constitute cruel, inhuman, or
degrading treatment.?

These internationally established limits are not in tension with religious freedom; they are what
makes religious freedom compatible with the principles of equal dignity and rights of all persons.
It is important to note that, as a general principle, the United States Supreme Court has also held
that the free exercise of religion is not absolute.?* A U.S. G20 human rights agenda that promotes
religious freedom without acknowledging these limits does not advance the full international
human rights framework; it advances a selective version of it that risks being used by other
governments to justify discrimination and the denial of rights, including access to health care, to
their own populations.

III. A Narrow “Natural Rights” Framework, Attacks on the Human Rights
Infrastructure, and Abuses at Home and Abroad Undermine U.S. Credibility
and Global Standing

For the United States to credibly advocate for human rights in any multilateral forum, including
the G20, its own human rights framework must be consistent with the international standards it
invokes. The “natural rights” framework fails this test. By grounding rights in a particular moral,
religious, and cultural tradition rather than in the universal international consensus embodied in
the UDHR, the Trump administration has undercut its own standing to speak on behalf of human
rights abroad.

This is not a theoretical concern. The “natural rights” framework mirrors the very arguments
used by authoritarian governments that have long invoked national sovereignty and “traditional
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values” to justify discrimination and to evade international human rights accountability.?* By
adopting an analogous approach, the United States loses the principled basis from which to
counter these narratives and risks lending them implicit legitimacy.

The Trump administration has withdrawn from, undermined, and actively attacked the
multilateral bodies that make up the international human rights system: withdrawing from the
World Health Organization (“WHO”); defunding the UN Fund for Population Affairs
(“UNFPA”) and UN Women; disengaging from the UN Human Rights Council; and refusing to
participate in the Universal Periodic Review, the mechanism through which all UN member
states are held accountable for their human rights records.?® A government that exempts itself
from international scrutiny while dismantling the programs and institutions that give effect to
human rights cannot credibly claim to champion them. At the UN, the practical consequences of
this shift are already visible. The United States has increasingly aligned with Russia, China, and
other authoritarian states in opposing resolutions, including about the right to health, gender and
reproductive rights, all while historically close allies in the European Union, Canada, and much
of Latin America continue to support the universality of the UDHR.%

In addition, the Trump administration’s domestic record compounds this credibility deficit. Post-
Dobbs abortion bans across numerous states have left women without access to essential health
care, pregnant people losing their agency to make decisions about their own bodies and families,
providers facing criminal prosecution for standard medical treatment, and pregnant people facing
criminalization for pregnancy loss—a direct violation of the rights to health, life, and privacy
under international law.?” Attacks on transgender rights—including restricting gender-affirming
care and barring transgender individuals from military service—violate internationally
recognized protections against discrimination on the basis of gender identity, and provide cover
to governments around the world pursuing their own discriminatory agendas.?® Lastly,
immigration enforcement practices including mass deportations without adequate due process,
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family separation, and the removal of individuals to countries where they face persecution, raise
serious concerns under both US and international laws, including the fundamental right which is
the prohibition on refoulement.? Particularly egregious are reports of pregnant, nursing, and
postpartum people in U.S. immigration detention being denied prenatal care, subjected to solitary
confinement and shackling, and suffering miscarriages—conditions that directly violate Article
25 of the UDHR, which recognizes that motherhood and childhood are entitled to special care
and assistance, as well as the prohibitions on cruel, inhuman, or degrading treatment under the
ICCPR and the CAT.*

Conclusion

The Center for Reproductive Rights submits this statement to place on the record our deep
concern that the Trump administration is an unreliable and non-credible actor on human rights. A
government that selectively applies human rights—elevating religious freedom and conscience
rights, including in order to discriminate against others’ rights, while actively excluding
reproductive rights, the rights of LGBTQI+ people, and more—cannot credibly claim to
champion human rights on the world stage. A government that selectively promotes certain rights
over others in order to justify perpetuating human rights violations of health; life; equality; and
freedom from violence; cruel, inhuman, or degrading treatment or punishment; among others,
cannot credibly act as a human rights champion in a forum such as the G20.

The Center urges the Commission to use its platform to clearly affirm that:

e Human rights are universal, indivisible, and interdependent. No nation-state has the
authority to create a hierarchy of rights, some of which should be respected and others
discarded.

e Religious freedom is a fundamental right, but it is not absolute under international law
and cannot be used as a justification for discrimination or for denying women and girls
access to comprehensive reproductive health care. Any U.S.-promoted R20 or interfaith
forum process that ignores these limits is not advancing human rights; it is advancing a
selective version of it.

e The United States is bound by its obligations under ratified human rights treaties. The
administration’s rejection of treaty body interpretations it finds inconvenient is not a legal
option, it is a violation of those obligations.

Thank you again for the opportunity to contribute the Center’s expertise to the record to highlight
the concerns posed by the Trump administration’s approach to human rights and its lack of
credibility as a human rights champion at the helm of the G20 Presidency.
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