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The thirteenth session of the Human Rights Council (HRC) starts today and will take place from 1-26 March 2010. 

Basic information about the Council

The Council was created in 2006 by General Assembly Resolution 60/251 (15 March 2006), to replace the UN's Commission on Human Rights. It meets in three sessions throughout the year for a total of not more than ten weeks. In addition to the regular Council sessions, the Council meets wearing the 'hat' of the Universal Periodic Review (UPR) Working Group, during three, separate two-week UPR sessions that are interspersed between the three Council sessions throughout the year. The Council also has the ability to hold Special Sessions on matters of urgency and can hold those during or outside of its regular sessions. The Council has held thirteen Special Sessions to date.

Members and observers of the UN's Human Rights Council

The Council is made up of members and observers. The members of the Council are forty-seven member States who are elected in the UN's General Assembly. (For a list of the current member States of the Human Rights Council, click here.) Observers at the Council include others such as: (1) the rest of the UN member States, the Holy See and Palestine; (2) intergovernmental organizations, agencies and programs or other organizations such as UNICEF, UNHCR, UNAIDS, the WHO, the International Committee of the Red Cross; (3) national human rights institutions (NHRIs); and (4) nongovernmental organizations (NGOs). Members of the press attend but do not take the floor as observers during meetings. 

Observers regularly attend and take part in the Council. But in practice, many intergovernmental agencies or programs do not yet regularly attend, meaning that not all opportunities presented by the Council have yet been explored. 

The main difference between members and observers is that members have longer speaking times and can vote on resolutions and decisions of the Council.  The practice of the Council is to try to adopt resolutions and decisions by consensus, but in the absence of consensus, the Council votes. 

The work and mandate of the Human Rights Council

What does the Council do? The Council gets its mandate from GA resolution 60/251, its main function being to promote universal human rights and to address situations of violations of human rights, including gross and systematic violations. The Council is also tasked with promoting the coordination and mainstreaming of human rights within the UN system and improving human rights education.

The Council's agenda is found in the Human Rights Council resolution A/HRC/RES/5/1 (18 June 2007), entitled "United Nations Human Rights Council: Institution-Building". This is commonly called the "IB package" or the "IB text" in the Council, and serves as the main point of reference for the organization and work of the Council. The General Assembly endorsed the IB text, which contains the Council's standing agenda in section V.B. There are ten items on the Council's agenda, including the Universal Periodic Review (item 6): 

Item 1.
Organizational and procedural matters

Item 2.
Annual report of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights and reports of the Office of the High Commissioner and the Secretary‑General

Item 3.
Promotion and protection of all human rights, civil, political, economic, social and cultural rights, including the right to development

Item 4.
Human rights situations that require the Council’s attention

Item 5.
Human rights bodies and mechanisms

Item 6.
Universal Periodic Review

Item 7.
Human rights situation in Palestine and other occupied Arab territories

Item 8.
Follow-up and implementation of the Vienna Declaration and Programme of Action

Item 9.
Racism, racial discrimination, xenophobia and related forms of intolerance, follow‑up and implementation of the Durban Declaration and Programme of Action
Item 10. Technical assistance and capacity‑building

As mentioned above, the UPR Working Group (comprised of the same exact members of the full Council, just meeting under a slightly different name) takes place in its own two-week sessions that occur between the Council's regular sessions. Then, during the Council's regular sessions, the Council considers the outcome of the UPR reviews (not those from the most recent UPR cycle, but from the cycle previous to that one). So item 6 is considered during the UPR Working Group sessions, and also during the regular Council sessions. 

The work and functioning of the Council will be reviewed in 2011, five years after the creation of the Council. This review was mandated by the GA when it created the Council (see GA resolution 60/251, para.16). The 2011 review presents an opportunity to improve the functioning of the Council, including mainstreaming rights and ensuring accessibility for persons with disability. Stakeholders are now attempting to set the main discussion points for the review and it is anticipated that this will increasingly occupy the Council leading up to the review. There is some concern about re-opening the IB text for debate in the review process, thus, as the High Commissioner noted in her opening address at the Council's 13th Session this morning, the challenge will be how to keep the agreed concepts that represent positive developments while still making improvements. 

The thirteenth session of the Human Rights Council

This session of the Council will undoubtedly be an exciting one. Issues in the forefront are, to name a few: the follow-up to the Goldstone fact-finding mission's report on Gaza (which itself is the outcome of several Special Sessions of the Council); discussion of country situation mandates; attempts to address human rights emergencies; and the presentation of mandate-holders' reports, which can be expected to draw criticism from some of the States mentioned in them. Typically, at least some States concerned exercise their 'right of reply' during the presentation of mandate holders' reports. Mandate holders' reports to be presented include those on: the right to food; adequate housing; protection of human rights while countering terrorism; torture and forced disappearances; a (somewhat controversial) 186-page report on secret detention jointly authored by several mandate holders; human rights defenders; freedom of religion or belief; and minorities. Reports under consideration at the 13th Session of the Human Rights Council can be accessed by clicking here. 

There are other issues that are continually resurfacing in one form or another. Those include, for example, debates on freedom of expression, sexual orientation, and freedom of religion. Other constant issues include the independence and role of the OHCHR, and the functioning of the Council itself, both of which require vigilant attention. 

The issues before the Council at the 13th Session present many opportunities for mainstreaming the rights of persons with disabilities. There will be a side event co-sponsored by the missions of Mexico, New Zealand, and IDA on Friday, 5 March 2010, in Room XXII at the Palais des Nations, on article 32 of the CRPD. This will be followed by the annual panel on the rights of persons with disabilities, which will cover national implementation and monitoring frameworks of the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities.
PAGE  
1

