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Ladies and Gentlemen, Madame Chair,

My name is Sébastien Sigouin, and I am here to speak on behalf of the Canadian Human Rights Commission on this agenda item relating to national institutions for the promotion and protection of human rights, often referred to as national human rights institutions, or NHRIs.

I would like to thank Sra Flores, the Chair of this Committee, for allowing me to take some time from your busy schedule as you prepare for the upcoming Summit of the Americas.

My presence here today is in fact the result of a Summit of the Americas that took place in 2001, when OAS members recognized the important role played by national human rights institutions in our Inter-American human rights system.

You will recall our efforts last year which led to the adoption by the OAS General Assembly of Resolution 2421 that calls for the participation of national human rights institutions in the human rights meetings of the OAS.

Today, I will speak of the process that led to the adoption of this resolution, and how we can work together to implement it.

Before I speak in greater details of this resolution, I believe it would be useful that we remember how this opportunity was created. This will allow us to better appreciate the progress made and will inform us on the work we must do.

Gains Made by NHRIs at the International Level


Great progress has been made at the international level over the last few years to create a meaningful role for national institutions for the promotion and protection of human rights established in accordance with the Paris Principles. 

The name national institutions for the promotion and protection of human rights, or NHRIs, refers to a variety of names used to described independent organizations created in accordance with the Paris Principles, such as defensoría del pueblo, procuradoría de los derechos humanos, or human rights commissions. 

These institutions have the mandate, given by a legislation adopted by national parliaments, to work with their State Government to ensure that its human rights obligations are implemented and to build a culture of respect for human rights.

The Paris Principles are the cornerstone for NHRI recognition by the international community. These Principles were adopted by the United Nations General Assembly in 1993 and have since provided guidance to States on the composition, mandate and functioning of national institutions.

The adoption of the Paris Principles led to the creation of over 60 NHRI around the world. NHRIs are now an integral part of a national human rights system, along with an independent judiciary and a vibrant civil society.

The role played at home by NHRIs also supports our international efforts to promote and protect human rights. Given this role, it became clear over the years that NHRIs had to be part of international discussions on key human rights priorities and be given the opportunity to contribute their unique expertise. They needed to be at the table, to participate and speak.

The United Nations decided in 2005 to give NHRIs the right to participate and speak at all formal and informal UN human rights meetings.

In very practical terms, this means that in human rights meetings, there is one seat reserved for NHRIs marked with a name plate. During the meeting NHRIs can ask for the floor and speak when it is their turn. They receive the agendas and documents discussed at the meetings and they can distribute their own documents to meeting participants.

Obviously, before opening the door, the international community wanted to ensure that only credible and independent NHRIs in compliance with the Paris Principles would be allowed to participate in meetings.

The international community gave the role to the International Coordinating Committee of NHRIs, or ICC, to conduct an independent, rigourous, and transparent accreditation process for NHRIs. Through this process, the record of each NHRI is reviewed every 5 years to ensure that they are in compliance with the Paris Principles. If an institution is not in compliance with the Paris Principles, it looses its accreditation and cannot participate or speak at human rights meetings. 

The ICC provides a list of accredited NHRIs to the UN Secretariat and when NHRIs want to participate in a meeting, they simply have to fill a registration form and are given access to the meeting. 

All this seems very simple. However, it is the result of combined efforts by NHRIs, States and UN bodies. It is also the result of a decision made unanimously by all UN members, including OAS members around this table today.

Since that day, NHRIs are able to make a significant contribution to our international efforts. NHRIs are now engaging with UN members on all important human rights issues. Of course, States are still making the decisions. Their decisions, however, are now informed by NHRI contributions.

The presence of NHRIs at human rights meetings and their ability to speak has raised awareness on their role. We now see that all UN bodies dealing with human rights are including NHRIs in their activities. NHRIs are also learning from this experience, building their own capacity and over time becoming more effective. 

This is a new role for NHRIs. It is one that offers great potential. It is also one that we are working to develop within our own region, the Americas.
Building on our International Experience: The Network of the Americas and the OAS

Fifteen (15) NHRIs in the Hemisphere are accredited by the ICC. They are represented in our region by the Network of National Institutions for the Promotion and Protection of Human Rights in the American Continent (the Network of the Americas).

I find it ironic that any of those 15 NHRI can go to Geneva and New York and participate in UN human rights meetings, but cannot attend or speak at OAS meetings on their own behalf. This prevents them from having a direct impact on the work of our own regional human rights system.

Over the last few years, we did see a change at the OAS.  Several resolutions recognized the importance of civil society and human rights organisations.

For example, a Resolution led by Venezuela specifically calls for strengthening the national human rights systems of OAS member states and support for the work of defenders of the people, defenders of the population, and human rights attorneys or commissioners (ombudsmen).

To date, NHRIs of the Americas have participated in some proceedings of the Inter-American Court of Human Rights by providing support to human rights petitioners. They have interactions with the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights.

But NHRIs cannot participate and speak in OAS meetings.  

The only reason I am here today is because Ms. Flores graciously agreed to me being here, and because the Canadian Government representatives to the OAS allow me to speak. Without that, I would not be here, and perhaps we would not have Resolution 2421adopted by the OAS General Assembly.

The adoption of this resolution was an important moment for NHRIs and for the OAS. 

In this resolution, OAS members decided to give NHRIs of the Americas the right to participate and speak in human rights meetings. It is important to note that this resolution specifically asks OAS members:

1.
To facilitate, once the appropriate administrative and procedures requirements are in place, the participation of all national human rights institutions in the human rights activities of the organs, agencies and entities of the OAS; and
2.
To request the Permanent Council to prepare a report, for the implementation of this resolution, and, after discussion by the member states, to present the report to the General Assembly at its thirty-ninth regular session, including administrative and procedural considerations.

In other words, we decided in Resolution 2421 that NHRIs of the Americas should participate and speak in OAS human rights meetings and now, we have to decide how this will be done.
And that is why I am here today and distributed the information note you have before you.
In this note, we propose a very simple and efficient way to allow NHRIs to participate and speak in OAS human rights meetings. This proposal is based on the fact that the ICC already conducts a very rigourous analysis of NHRIs. The proposal suggests that the OAS does not need to expend its limited resources in establishing a complex process for NHRIs. The proposal suggests that the OAS establish a simple process that is consistent with what OAS members agreed to use at the UN.
The proposed process would be as follows:

· The Network of the Americas will provide to the OAS Secretariat a list of NHRIS in our region accredited by the ICC;

· NHRIs accredited by the ICC who want to participate in an OAS human rights event will inform the OAS Secretariat in advance, confirming who will be representing them at the event;

· The OAS Secretariat will register accredited NHRIs for these meetings or events and provide them with all the relevant documentation;

· Once registered, NHRIs will attend relevant meetings and speak on their own behalf from a seat assigned to them.

By recognizing the ICC accreditation process as the cornerstone to allow for NHRI participation in OAS activities, the Organization will establish a transparent and cost-effective approach to implementing Resolution 2421.

It is my hope and expectation that by welcoming NHRIs through this process, we will achieve the following 3 objectives:

i) we will build stronger NHRIs with a more influential role in the OAS; 
ii) we will increase our ability to effectively promote and protect human rights in our own countries;

iii) we will strengthen the Inter-American human rights system.

With this, I wish to invite your views on how we can join our efforts to advance this initiative. 

� FILENAME  \* MERGEFORMAT �CP22014T01�














PAGE  

