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Thematic Briefer: Freedom of Assembly During COVID-
19 

Introduction 
Throughout history, the role of protest has remained significant in any democratic so-
ciety. It is a means of expression through which collective voices are raised to demand 
democracy and good governance. Unfortunately, many governments in Asia globally 
suppressed, controlled, or otherwise discouraged protests during the COVID-19 pan-
demic. 

Article 21 of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) protects 
the right to peaceful assembly.1 This right facilitates participative governance by allow-
ing individuals to mobilize their communities over shared ideals and goals. This in-
cludes organizing and participating in protests to hold governments accountable for 
protecting their peoples’ rights and interests. Protection and promotion of this right can 
also help realize other socio-economic and civil-political rights: protests advocating for 
better health care systems, stronger educational institutions, and safer housing condi-
tions can further the rights to physical and mental health, education, and adequate 
standard of living, respectively. States are obligated to protect and facilitate their peo-
ples’ right to exercise the right to peaceful assembly.2 This includes adopting and im-
plementing a legal and institutional framework that protects assemblies and refraining 
from undue interference with assemblies. Because engaging in protest is a form of ex-
pression, protection of the right to freedom of expression is also integral to the enjoy-
ment of the right to peaceful assembly.3  

In unprecedented times like the COVID-19 pandemic, the right to peaceful assembly has 
special significance. Governments often activate or expand wider powers and control 
over their populations during public emergencies. Globally, COVID-19 prompted an in-
crease in autocratic measures and suppression of civil society.4 Protest, as a means of 
dissent, became even more important to protect democracy and hold the government 
accountable for the proper exercise of its power. Despite government restrictions on 

 
1 “Peaceful” assemblies are those where participants do not exercise physical force against others that is likely to re-
sult in injury or death, or serious damage to property. Human Rights Committee, “General comment No. 37 (2020) on 
the right of peaceful assembly (article 21)” (September 2020), CCPT/C/GC/37, available at https://documents-dds- 
https://tbinternet.ohchr.org/_layouts/15/treatybodyexternal/Download.aspx?symbolno=CCPR/C/GC/37&Lang=en, 
at para. 15. 
2 Id., at Introduction. 
3 Human Rights Committee, “General Comment No. 34: Article 19: Freedoms of opinion and expression” (September 
2011), available at https://www2.ohchr.org/english/bodies/hrc/docs/gc34.pdf, Section III. 
4 ICNL’s COVID-19 Civic Freedom Tracker found that states in the Asia-Pacific adopted 349 new measures that im-
pacted civic space during the pandemic. Out of these, 143 measures were executive measures that impacted the free-
dom of assembly through actions such as prohibiting gatherings, imposing curfews, and introducing surveillance 
measures.  

https://documents-dds-ny.un.org/doc/UNDOC/GEN/G20/232/15/PDF/G2023215.pdf?OpenElement
https://documents-dds-ny.un.org/doc/UNDOC/GEN/G20/232/15/PDF/G2023215.pdf?OpenElement
https://www2.ohchr.org/english/bodies/hrc/docs/gc34.pdf
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civic freedoms, people across the globe continued to protest to express their dissent 
against authoritarian regimes and to hold their governments accountable for their ac-
tions.  

PROTESTS ACROSS ASIA-PACIFIC DURING COVID-19 

Most of the protests during COVID-19 were against governments’ ineffective response 
to the public health emergency. The government in China adopted a zero-COVID policy 
which imposed strict isolation measures even when the reported number of cases did 
not appear to warrant such a response. COVID-related lockdowns subsequently pre-
vented fire trucks from reaching a building on fire, and ten people died as a result. This 
particular incident sparked widespread protests against the policy in China. A woman 
also protested China’s zero-COVID policy outside the Chinese Embassy in Singapore. 
The protests across China and globally pressured authorities to retract the policy. While 
they started as anti-confinement protests, the protests snowballed into demands for 
freedom and democracy. These protests were uniquely important in a country where 
the government severely restricts civic freedoms, demonstrating a deep-seated frustra-
tion towards the government’s approach to the pandemic and more broadly, human 
rights.   

Likewise, in Thailand, when the country faced its worst wave of COVID-19, protesters 
took to the streets against the government’s management of COVID. These protests 
swelled to become pro-democracy protests, with participants demanding reform of the 
monarchy. In Malaysia, protesters gathered around the Parliament in a socially-dis-
tanced protest to call for its reopening and ending of the state of emergency. In India, 
people pasted posters on public walls to express their anger over vaccine shortages. In 
Australia, many people were on the streets over the government’s vaccine mandate. 

Apart from COVID-related grievances, people also took to the street for other causes: 

a. Economic causes: Sri Lanka faced a financial emergency during COVID-19 lead-
ing to massive inflation which rendered even basic goods unaffordable. People 
protested against the ruling government party’s handling of the inflation crisis 
and demanded the resignation of their government leaders. In Cambodia, the 
Labor Rights Supported Union of Khmer Employees of Naga World (LRSU) 
went on strike in December 2021 for the reinstatement of workers who were 
laid off earlier in the year. In South Korea, hundreds of workers protested for 
better working conditions. In Indonesia, thousands of people came to protest 
against the Omnibus Law, which reduced wages and benefits while increasing 
work hours, among other issues.  

b. Democratic causes: In Thailand, people protested for reform of the monarchy. 
Article 112 of Thailand’s criminal code says anyone who “defames, insults or 
threatens the king, the queen, the heir-apparent or the regent” will be punished 

https://www.voanews.com/a/what-is-china-s-zero-covid-policy-/6854291.html
https://edition.cnn.com/2022/12/02/china/china-covid-lockdown-protests-2022-intl-hnk-dst/index.html
https://edition.cnn.com/2022/12/02/china/china-covid-lockdown-protests-2022-intl-hnk-dst/index.html
https://asia.nikkei.com/Politics/China-COVID-protests-mark-biggest-act-of-resistance-in-decades
https://www.channelnewsasia.com/singapore/police-investigate-woman-protest-china-embassy-permit-public-assembly-3109006
https://www.cfr.org/blog/did-chinas-street-protests-end-harsh-covid-policies
https://edition.cnn.com/2022/12/02/china/china-covid-lockdown-protests-2022-intl-hnk-dst/index.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/09/05/world/asia/thailand-protesters-covid.html
https://www.dw.com/en/thailand-what-happened-to-mass-anti-government-protests/a-61861179
https://apnews.com/article/health-coronavirus-pandemic-malaysia-98e7e6bb25dff6cb470d6755c8dfd0a0
https://indianexpress.com/article/india/delhi-police-vaccine-exports-posters-against-pm-7315643/
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2021/11/20/thousands-take-to-australia-streets-over-covid-19-measures-jabs#:~:text=Several%20thousand%20people%20took%20to,most%20inoculated%20in%20the%20world.
https://apnews.com/article/business-economy-sri-lanka-colombo-a293fb3f4b83f31ae86e9ff6ef516531
https://www.hrw.org/news/2022/02/15/cambodia-covid-19-used-justify-crackdown-union
https://www.cbsnews.com/news/south-korea-squid-game-labor-union-protest/
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-54460090
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/sep/20/thai-protesters-demand-removal-of-pm-call-for-general-strike-after-march-blocked
http://library.siam-legal.com/thai-law/criminal-code-royal-family-sections-107-112/
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with a jail term between three and 15 years. In Hong Kong, protests against the 
Extradition Bill, which sought to send suspected or accused criminals to China, 
continued even after the outbreak of COVID-19. In Myanmar, the military 
seized power from the civilian government in a February 2021 coup, leading to 
a series of massive protests throughout the country.  

c. Protest by healthcare workers: COVID placed immense pressure on healthcare 
workers. Armed Conflict Location & Event Data (ACLED) conducted a study 
that provides a global overview of healthcare workers’ protests during COVID-
19, finding that the most common reasons for these protests were dissatisfac-
tion with working conditions and remuneration (Sorcha A. et al, 2022). The 
same trend was reflected around Asia-Pacific. In the Philippines, healthcare 
workers protested against unpaid benefits. In Australia, many nurses went on 
strike to demand a better nurse-to-patient ratio and hike in their salaries. In In-
dia, healthcare workers spoke about their increased risk of COVID-19 and the 
government’s failure to provide them with proper equipment and accommoda-
tion facilities.  

Despite the challenge of staying safe during COVID-19, people found unique ways to 
protest to express their collective interests without endangering the community's 
health. In Malaysia, a protest against the COVID-19 measures was carried out by vehicle 
convoys that drove across several cities to protest. Protesters hung black flags from 
their vehicles to symbolize their demand for reopening Parliament and ending the state 
of emergency.5 Thailand also saw a similar “car mob” protest against the handling of the 
COVID-19 pandemic. In Singapore, people conducted “solo protests” to voice their opin-
ions on various issues like climate change and the Chinese government’s zero-tolerance 
COVID policy. 

GOVERNMENT RESPONSE TO PROTEST DURING COVID-19 

The outbreak of COVID-19 posed an unprecedented risk to public health. International 
human rights law allows governments to restrict the right to freedom of peaceful as-
sembly for several legitimate aims, including the protection of public health. Re-
strictions on this right are only permissible if they are clearly written into law 
(“legality”), further a legitimate aim (“legitimacy”), and are the least intrusive means to 
further the legitimate aim (“proportionality”).6 

Many of the restrictions on assemblies adopted by governments during the pandemic 
failed to comply with this three-part test. While most COVID-related restrictions on 
assembly met both the legality and legitimacy tests because they were enacted through 
formal legal mechanisms (including through emergency powers granted under law), 

 
5 https://www.article19.org/resources/malaysia-protesters-government-critics-face-new-wave-harassment/ 
6 General Comment No. 37, supra note 2, at Section IV. 

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/1741659020946229
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2021/3/12/fears-grow-for-hundreds-of-students-arrested-in-myanmar-protests
https://accountabilityresearch.org/publication/heroes-on-strike-trends-in-global-health-worker-protests-during-covid-19/
https://www.reuters.com/world/asia-pacific/philippines-health-workers-protest-neglect-covid-19-strains-hospitals-2021-09-01/
https://www.cnbc.com/2022/02/15/australian-nurses-strike-over-staff-shortages-and-pay-conditions-.html
https://www.tribuneindia.com/news/j-k/frontline-workers-protest-seek-quarantine-facilities-83510
https://www.tribuneindia.com/news/j-k/frontline-workers-protest-seek-quarantine-facilities-83510
https://www.freemalaysiatoday.com/category/nation/2021/07/24/black-flag-vehicle-convoy-in-kl-to-protest-govts-handling-of-covid-19/
https://www.google.com/search?q=thailand+car+mob+protest&oq=thailand+car+mob+protest&gs_lcrp=EgZjaHJvbWUyBggAEEUYOdIBCTExMDg1ajBqNKgCALACAA&sourceid=chrome&ie=UTF-8
https://www.scmp.com/news/asia/southeast-asia/article/3078302/singapore-investigates-solo-climate-protesters-after
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clearly articulated the time or place restrictions or prohibitions on assemblies, and were 
enacted to protect public health, these measures tended to fail the proportionality test. 

For example, the United Nations Human Rights Committee emphasizes that states 
should only prohibit specific assemblies as a measure of last resort. Nevertheless, sev-
eral countries banned all protests during the pandemic. In India, the government relied 
upon section 144 of the Criminal Procedure Code to ban any kind of assembly. The gov-
ernment cited this section to  force protesters to end their 600 days of protest against 
the amendment of the Citizenship Act and to deny permission to farmers to protest 
against the controversial Farm Laws in Delhi. Sri Lanka also used a state of emergency 
to ban protests against the severe economic crisis. Similarly, Thailand used its COVID-
19 emergency decree to ban protests. The authorities in Hong Kong blocked all forms of 
protest including the public commemoration of the anniversary of the 1989 Tiananmen 
Square Massacre. “Blanket bans” or general prohibitions of protests are a dispropor-
tionate response to protecting public health because they do not consider the specific 
risks for each unique protest, and therefore do not weigh less intrusive alternatives to 
outright bans, such as requiring protesters to social-distance and wear masks.  

Apart from imposing blanket bans, states detained persons who continued to protest. 
Law enforcement detained many anti-coup protesters in Myanmar, including the for-
mer leader, Aung San Suu Kyi, for defying COVID regulations. In Australia and New 
Zealand, law enforcement detained scores of anti-lockdown protesters in 2021, also for 
violating COVID-19 regulations. Similar detentions also took place in Thailand, India, 
China, and Sri Lanka. Detention is not a proportionate response to protect public 
health; a less intrusive means to promote public health during assemblies could be, 
again, to require social distancing and mask wearing, and if protesters refuse, to peace-
fully disband the protest.  

Some measures to restrict protest also failed the legitimacy test. For example, several 
governments extended the blanket ban on physical protests to demonstrations where 
there was limited physical engagement between protesters, such as the solo protests in 
Singapore, and the car protests in Malaysia and Thailand. Banning these protests did 
not further the protection of public health since there was minimal risk of spreading 
COVID-19 when people were socially distanced or protesting alone. Additionally, the 
uneven application of blanket bans on protests, such as in Hong Kong, where the police 
enforced COVID-related gathering restrictions against pro-democracy protests but not 
against people gathered at packed bars, suggested that the aim of these bans was to si-
lence protest, which is not a legitimate aim under international law. Finally, detaining 
protesters does not actually further the legitimate aim of protecting public health. De-
tention increases the risk of spread of COVID-19: in Myanmar, the detention of thou-
sands of anti-coup protesters resulted in an increase in COVID-19 cases in jail.  

https://monitor.civicus.org/country/india/
https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/politics-and-nation/coronavirus-lockdown-delhi-police-vacate-protesters-at-shaheen-bagh/articleshow/74785253.cms?from=mdr
https://www.thehindu.com/news/cities/Delhi/farmers-vow-to-come-to-delhi-for-protest-despite-police-refusing-permission/article33076199.ece
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2022/4/1/sri-lanka-declares-state-of-emergency-as-protests-spread
https://www.hrw.org/news/2020/10/15/thailand-emergency-decree-pretext-crackdown#:~:text=In%20addition%2C%20over%20the%20past,activists%2C%20Human%20Rights%20Watch%20said.
https://theconversation.com/hong-kong-crackdown-on-vigils-to-commemorate-1989-tiananmen-square-massacre-show-beijings-fear-of-the-power-of-memory-207037
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2021/3/12/fears-grow-for-hundreds-of-students-arrested-in-myanmar-protests
https://time.com/6125862/myanmar-aung-san-suu-kyi-sentenced/
https://monitor.civicus.org/updates/2021/09/03/conviction-whistleblower-new-ngo-regulation-another-blow-civic-freedoms-australia/
https://monitor.civicus.org/updates/2021/10/20/multiple-anti-lockdown-protests-organised-nz-government-consults-hate-speech-laws/
https://monitor.civicus.org/updates/2021/10/20/multiple-anti-lockdown-protests-organised-nz-government-consults-hate-speech-laws/
https://www.reuters.com/world/asia-pacific/thai-protest-leaders-detained-ahead-planned-car-mob-rally-2021-08-10/#:~:text=At%20least%20six%20protesters%20were,violence%20continued%20into%20the%20night.
https://www.ndtv.com/delhi-news/12-arrested-over-posters-against-pm-modi-in-delhi-sources-2442279
https://www.nst.com.my/news/crime-courts/2021/08/719509/cops-arrest-31-candlelight-vigil-covid-victims-illegal-assembly
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2022/09/sri-lanka-authorities-crackdown-on-protest-rights-must-end/
https://www.channelnewsasia.com/singapore/police-investigate-woman-protest-china-embassy-permit-public-assembly-3109006
https://www.freemalaysiatoday.com/category/nation/2021/07/24/black-flag-vehicle-convoy-in-kl-to-protest-govts-handling-of-covid-19/
https://www.reuters.com/world/asia-pacific/thai-protesters-plan-car-mob-rally-demanding-pm-resign-2021-08-15/
https://www.hrw.org/news/2021/08/16/covid-19-surge-myanmars-prisons
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Conclusion 
The right to peacefully assemble is a key part in any democratic governance. It becomes 
even more significant during an emergency like the COVID-19 pandemic when govern-
ments can exercise wider powers. Although several governments in Asia restricted as-
sembly rights beyond parameters allowed under international law, people in the region 
still mobilized to express their dissatisfaction against various issues and hold govern-
ments accountable to their obligations.  

Civil society must continue to promote protections of the right to freedom of peaceful 
assembly to ensure that people advocate for their needs in emergency situations. 

 


