Overview:

From Commission on Human Rights (CHR) 
to Human Rights Council (HRC)

Establishment of Human Rights Council

In a historic moment, the UN General Assembly (GA) voted on 15 March 2006 to create the new Human Rights Council (HRC). The HRC was created to replace and improve the former UN human rights body, the Commission on Human Rights (CHR). Among the many changes and improvements promised by the HRC, the most noteworthy are listed below:

· The status of the HRC was raised to that of a subsidiary body of the GA. 

· The HRC will consist of 47 member states, as opposed to the 53 under the CHR. 

· Members will be based on equitable geographic distribution. Specifically the break-up will be: Africa 13, Asia 13, Eastern Europe 6, Latin America and the Caribbean 8, Western Europe and Other States 7 

· Members will be voted in by the GA by an absolute majority. Particularly noteworthy is how members will now be able to be suspended for human rights violations by a two-thirds majority. 

· Members will serve for three year terms, and will not be automatically eligible for re-election after two consecutive terms. This will guard against de facto permanent membership, as was the case with the CHR. 

· The HRC will sit for more sessions, with at least three sessions per year, for a minimum duration of 10 weeks each. They will also be able to sit for additional sessions, where necessary. 

· As part of its function to promote and protect human rights, the HRC will undertake universal, periodic reviews of all states’ adherence to human rights norms. This will ensure that all states are properly scrutinised and monitored, and will dispel any notion that some states are granted special treatment – as was the perception under the CHR. 

· Not everything about the HRC is new, however. For example, it has retained the special procedures such as special rapporteurs, and NGO participation that functioned so well under the CHR. 

Although the innovations of the HRC did not prove to be as noteworthy as hoped for, it still holds promise for improving human rights worldwide. The most notable improvements of the HRC are having member states be selected according to geographic distribution; having a two consecutive term limit; being able to suspend states for violations of human rights; and perhaps most noteworthy of all having all states’ human rights records subject to a universal periodic review (UPR) by the HRC. Another success for women’s human rights is the HRC’s retaining of NGO participation. This will enable NGOs to continue to engage the HRC to bring about changes necessary for the full attainment of women’s human rights. 

IWRAW Asia Pacific’s activities in relation to the Human Rights Council

First session of the Human Rights Council 

Geneva, Switzerland

19-30 June 2006

The inaugural session of the Human Rights Council in Geneva focussed largely on procedures while addressing some substantive issues. Representatives of over eighty countries and five NGO representatives (154 NGOs attended) spoke at the High Level Segments in the first week. IWRAW Asia Pacific strongly advocated extending the mandate for drafting the Optional Protocol to the ICESCR. In its statements at several sessions of the Council, it also stressed the need for: 

· Inclusion of gender equality in the processes, mechanisms and consideration of substantive issues. 

· An active role for all stakeholders (including NGOs) in the formulation of the Universal Periodic Review (UPR) mechanism, and review of special mechanisms. 

· Strengthening the mandate for special rapporteurs. 

· Adopting a consistent and holistic approach to promotion, protection and monitoring of human rights that incorporates outcomes of existing review mechanisms into the UPR. 

· Ensuring that women’s human rights are not violated in the process of protecting religious and cultural practices. 

Other significant outcomes were the adoption of The International Convention for the Protection of All Persons from Enforced Disappearances; the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples; the entry into force of the Optional Protocol to the UN Convention against Torture and extension of all mandates and mechanisms of the Commission on Human Rights for one year.

The first working year of the HRC is critical in that several instruments, mostly notably the Universal Periodic Review mechanism are being defined and operationalised. Special mechanisms under the Human Rights Commission are also being reviewed for decisions on the extension of the mandates. How effective these instruments will be will be shaped by the recommendations of the inter-sessional working groups – NGOs have lobbied hard to be included in the process, and are organising themselves to make effective interventions. The next session of the HRC (18 September – 6 October ’06) will be a defining one. For statements made by IWRAW Asia Pacific at this meeting, see http://www.iwraw-ap.org/aboutus/current.htm 

Second session of the Human Rights Council 
Geneva, Switzerland

18 - 6 October 2006

 

The second session of the HRC was largely devoted to the presentation of 39 reports by Special Rapporteurs (thematic and country), and reports of the Sub-Commission and the 1503 procedure, pending from the work of the previous Commission on Human Rights.  There were intense discussions around the reports of informal working groups (now made formal) that were looking into the universal periodic review (UPR), a new mechanism being instituted to review all members of the UN on implementation of human rights in their countries.  The intersessional work of the working groups is critical, especially in the light of efforts of several governments to restrict the mandates of Special Rapporteurs, and dilute the UPR mechanism.
 

Given the shortage of time for covering all reports, and interventions by States and NGOs, there was concerted effort by NGOs to co-ordinate and strategise, not only on making effective interventions, but also on lobbying for a stronger and continued mandate for Special Mechanisms, and an effective UPR.  

For more information on the HRC, see the following websites:

OHCHR (http://www.ohchr.org/english/bodies/hrcouncil/) 

SAHRDC (http://www.hrdc.net/sahrdc/hrcouncil06/index.htm) 
ISHR (http://www.ishr.ch/hrm/council/index.htm).   

Fourth session of the Human Rights Council 

Geneva, Switzerland

12 to 30 March 2007
The fourth session of the Human Rights Council (HRC) was held from 12 to 30 March 2007.  Tulika Srivastava and Selvi Palani represented IWRAW Asia Pacific during the period 19 to 24 March 2007.  The fourth session was devoted to presentations by Special Rapporteurs and meetings within the Working Groups. 

IWRAW Asia Pacific’s focus during this session was on integrating human rights of women into the HRC.  As the HRC is in its first year of formation most women’s groups felt that is an opportune moment to integrate human rights of women into the institutional procedures (agenda and programme of work of the HRC).  To achieve this IWRAW Asia Pacific along with other women’s NGOs prepared a non-paper on integration, listing specific actions, viz., a one day permanent item on the agenda or programme of work of the HRC; the HRC to plan in its main session how to integrate human rights of women into each of the items on its substantive agenda in its yearly programme of work and that all special procedures’ reflect and report on the manner in which women and girls are affected differently than men.  The non-paper was used to lobby governments to support integration. 

 A parallel event in the form of a workshop on “Integrating Human Rights of Women into the Human Rights Council” was organised by IWRAW Asia Pacific and co-sponsored by Asia Pacific Forum on Women, Law and Development (APWLD), Centre for Women’s Global Leadership (CWGL), Human Rights Watch (HRW) and World Organisation Against Torture (OMCT).

IWRAW Asia Pacific also supported along with OMCT a joint-statement of APWLD on the report of the Special Rapporteur on Violence Against Women.
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