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5.2. Statement by the United Nations High Commissioner for
Human Rights, Ms. Navanethem Pillay

Excellencies,

Distinguished Representatives of National Human Rights
Institutions,

Ladies and Gentlemen,

It is an honour and pleasure to address the 7" Annual
meeting of Arab National Human Rights Institutions, focusing on the
follow-up and implementation of treaty bodies’ and UPR’s
recommendations.

National Human Rights Institutions (NHRIs) are central
elements of a strong national human rights protection framework; a
framework that also requires an independent judiciary, effective

parliamentary oversight mechanisms, fair administration of justice,
dynamic civil society and free and responsible media. They are the
best relay mechanisms to ensure the implementation of international
human rights norms by the States.

North Africa and the Arab world as a whole are now going
through difficult but promising times. In light of the recent and
ongoing profound changes the people in many countries of your
region have obtained or clamouring for, your institutions remain,
more than ever, indispensible vehicles to help satisfy people’s
demand for dignity, accountability, equity and social justice. Indeed,
the protests graphically showed how violations of rights—economic,
social, cultural, political and civil rights—are tightly linked and
produce chain reactions. A march against unemployment today can
be become a rally for free elections tomorrow.




In the region as elsewhere, international human rights
standards and commitment to human rights amongst the
international community have kept progressing. However, one of
the most significant challenges to the full realisation of human rights
remains the practical translation of these standards at the national
level. A process that can be hindered by weakness or dysfunction
of governing institutions, structural and institutional impediments,
armed conflicts, long-standing discriminatory laws, or corruption and
impunity.

For this reason, OHCHR regards the establishment and
support of NHRIs in compliance with the relevant international
standards as a high priority. Today, 100 of such institutions are
operational throughout the world. Our current efforts to assist them
are grouped around four major strategic objectives, namely (1)
country engagement, to support efforts by Governments to establish
or strengthen NHRIs; (2) leadership, to strengthen the capacities of
NHRIs and closely monitor their compliance with the international
standards; (3) enhancing interaction between NHRIs and the
international human rights system; and (4) increasing partnerships,
with regional and international networks of NHRIs and the UN
system as a whole.

The Paris Principles, adopted by the General Assembly in
December 1993 (resolution 48/134), are the main normative sources
for NHRIs. They establish the minimum standards required for the
effective functioning of a NHRI. Due to their unique mandates,
which include advising government on its international obligations,
reviewing legislation and administrative practice, monitoring the
national human rights situation, and responding to human rights
violations, NHRIs act as an important ‘bridge’ both within a society,
and beyond it. NHRIs that are in compliance with the Paris
Principles are thus crucial actors in addressing the most critical
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human rights issues at the national level, ensuring accountability
and fighting impunity.

In this regard, | wish to draw your attention to the
International Coordinating Committee of National Institutions for the
Promotion and Protection of Human Rights (ICC). The ICC
accreditation process is a rigorous and transparent peer review
mechanism that measures NHRIs’ compliance with the Paris
Principles, not only in legal terms but also — most importantly - in
terms of effectiveness in practice.

Ladies and Gentlemen,

Experiences from around the world show, however, that
NHRIs continue to face challenges in ensuring their independence;
on which their authority and effectiveness depends.

I encourage all NHRIs to actively draw on the standards
contained in international instruments and the Paris Principles, to
support their independence and integrity and increase their capacity
to act as protection mechanisms at the national level. In the longer

term, this may lead to an expansion or consolidation of their
mandates, in order to accommodate growing human rights
responsibilities.

Ladies and Gentlemen,

In his report to the General Assembly in September 2010
(A/65/340), the Secretary-General encouraged Ombudsman,
mediator and other human rights institutions to cooperate with a
view to strengthening their capacities to promote and protect human
rights and to interact with the international and regional human
rights mechanisms. | reiterate the Secretary-General’s call.

Further, an ever stronger collaboration and contact with the
United Nations Treaty bodies as well as the Special Procedures
mechanisms and the Universal Periodic Review of the Human




Rights Council would be highly beneficial. NHRIs are crucial
conveyor belts of information regarding the human rights situation in
their communities as well as to facilitators in the implementation of
the recommendations of various UN bodies at the national level. |
highly encourage the A status NHRIs to participate at the Human
Rights Council, where they have the right to submit documents or
take the floor under any item of discussion.

In the same report, the Secretary-General urges Member
States to provide adequate funding for the effective functioning of
national human rights institutions, as well as ensure public
awareness on the important role of those institutions. The
Secretary-General also exhorts Member States to ensure the
implementation of the recommendations emanating from
Ombudsman, mediator and other national human rights institutions.
That document, as well as other Secretary-General’s reports to the
General Assembly show the growing importance that United
Nations Member States attach to the role and potential of national
human rights commissions in the promotion and protection of
human rights at the national, regional and international level.

Ladies and Gentlemen,

Your 7" session offer an opportunity to evaluate the recent
upheavals in the region through a human rights lens in order to
respond to the needs expressed by the protestors and to develop
new protection strategies. Your meeting is also a platform to
reappraise how to improve performance as you discharge your
mandate in such transformational and challenging times.

These and other towering challenges to the protection of
human rights in the region can only be effectively addressed if the
international and regional human rights mechanisms, as well as all




States, work hand in hand with the growing number of independent
national human rights institutions you represent in your region.
Closer cooperation with civil society organizations is also a crucial
component of protection systems.

In 2005 my office initiated regional consultative meetings of
Arab NHRIs in cooperation with the NHRIs of Egypt, Qatar and
Morocco. We remain ready to facilitate such cooperation. Our
shared goal is to ensure that strong national human rights protection
systems in each country are firmly in place to carry out the vital
functions and thus to translate international norms into consistent
national law and practices. Thank you.
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