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UN HUMAN RIGHTS COUNCIL CONCLUDES FOURTH SESSION


By Kanaga Raja, Geneva, 2 April 2007

 

The UN Human Rights Council concluded its three-week fourth session Friday by adopting resolutions and decisions on a range of issues including on the right to development and globalization and its impact on the enjoyment of all human rights.

 

The Council also adopted a resolution on Darfur that expressed deep concern over the seriousness of the ongoing violations of human rights and international humanitarian law in the region (see SUNS #6223 dated 2 April 2007).

 

Other resolutions and decisions adopted included on human rights and unilateral coercive measures, enhancement of international cooperation in the field of human rights, strengthening the office of the High Commissioner, combating defamation of religions, and elimination of all forms of intolerance and discrimination based on religion or belief.

 

In his closing statement Friday, President of the Council Ambassador Luis Alfonso de Alba of Mexico said that the Council should feel satisfaction at the high level of participation and interaction at the highest levels at the work being performed.

 

The level of participation and commitment shown was very encouraging, he said. It showed the priority that should be attached to the institution-building process, convergence and follow-up, seeking consensus, the need to clearly identify outstanding issues, and focus on these issues.

 

The time had clearly come to begin negotiating, to reduce the distance between positions and take account of different concerns, De Alba stressed.

 

In a resolution (A/HRC/4/L. 14) on the right to development, adopted without a vote, the Council decided to act to ensure that its agenda promotes and advances sustainable development and the achievements of the Millennium Development Goals and, in this regard, to agree on a programme of work that will lead to raising the right to development, as set out in paragraphs 5 and 10 of the Vienna Declaration and Programme of Action, to the same level and on a par with all other human rights and fundamental freedoms enshrined in the core human rights instruments.

 

It also decided to endorse the road map in paragraphs 52 to 54 of the report of the eighth session of the Working Group on the Right to Development, which would ensure that the criteria for the periodic evaluation of global partnerships, as identified in Millennium Development Goal 8, being progressively developed and refined by the Working Group with the support of the high-level task force, is extended to other components of Millennium Development Goal 8, by no later than 2009.

 

The Council decided that the above criteria, as endorsed by the Working Group, should be used, as appropriate, in the elaboration of a comprehensive and coherent set of standards for the implementation of the right to development; that, upon completion of the above phases, the Working Group will take appropriate steps for enforcing these standards, which could take various forms, including guidelines on the implementation of the right to development, and evolve into a basis for consideration of an international legal standard of a binding nature, through a collaborative process of engagement.

 

The Council also decided to renew the mandate of the Working Group on the Right to Development for a period of two years, and that the Working Group shall convene annual sessions of five working days and present its reports to the Council.

 

It decided to also renew the mandate of the high-level task force on the implementation of the right to development for a period of two years, and that the task force will convene annual sessions of seven working days and present its reports to the Working Group on the Right to Development. The Council also decided to retain this priority issue in its future sessions.

 

In a resolution (A/HRC/4/L. 16) on globalization and its impact on the full enjoyment of all human rights, adopted by a vote of 34 in favour, 13 against and no abstentions, the Council emphasized that development should be at the centre of the international economic agenda and that coherence between national development strategies and international obligations and commitments will contribute to the creation of an enabling environment for development, which is conducive to the full realization of all human rights for all.

 

It strongly urged the international community to take stock of the slow progress with regard to the Millennium Development Goals, with a view to taking all necessary and appropriate measures, including enhanced official development assistance, the search for a durable solution to the external debt problem, market access, capacity-building, and dissemination of knowledge and technology, in order to achieve successful integration of developing countries in the global economy.

 

The Council stressed the need to broaden and strengthen the full and effective participation of developing countries in international economic decision-making and norm-setting with a view to ensuring equitable distribution of growth and sustainable development gains in a globalizing world economy.

 

It underlined the need for the treaty bodies, special rapporteurs/representatives, independent experts and working groups of the Council, within their mandates, to take into consideration the content of the present resolution; and decided to consider this issue again at its future session.

 

In a resolution (A/HRC/4/L. 15) on strengthening the Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights, adopted by a vote of 35 in favour, none against and twelve abstentions, as orally amended, the Council reaffirmed that the tasks of the High Commissioner included promoting and protecting the realization of the right to development, and requested the High Commissioner to enhance international cooperation for the promotion and protection of all human rights.

 

In a resolution (A/HRC/4/L. 12) on combating defamation of religions, adopted by a vote of 24 in favour, 14 against and nine abstentions, the Council urged States to take resolute action to prohibit the dissemination of racist and xenophobic ideas and material aimed at any religion or its followers that constituted incitement to racial and religious hatred, hostility or violence; and also urged States to provide adequate protection against acts of hatred, discrimination, intimidation and coercion resulting from defamation of religions.

 

In a resolution (A/HRC/4/L. 13) on elimination of all forms of intolerance and of discrimination based on religion or belief, adopted without a vote, as orally amended, the Council decided to continue substantive consideration of this matter at its sixth session; and requested the Special Rapporteur on freedom of religion or belief to report on this issue to the Human Rights Council at its sixth session.

 

During its three-week session, the Council also heard reports from its 'Special Procedures' on the situation of human rights in Burundi, Liberia, the Democratic Republic of the Congo, Myanmar, North Korea and the Occupied Palestinian Territories.

 

Other reports were also presented during the three weeks on a wide range of issues including minority issues, indigenous peoples, violence against women, human rights defenders, internally displaced people and people of African decent.

 

In the resolution adopted on the Occupied Palestinian Territory, the Council noted with regret that Israel, the occupying power, had not implemented resolutions S-1/1 and S-3/1 and had hindered the dispatching of the urgent fact-finding missions. It called for the implementation of its resolutions and the dispatch of the two missions to the territory.

 

Meanwhile, in a resolution on the Intergovernmental Working Group on the Review of Mandates, the Council requested the Coordinating Committee of the Special Procedures to extend the deadline for the submission of comments on and inputs to the draft manual of Special Procedures, and to present to the fifth session of the Human Rights Council the outcome of its deliberations on the code of conduct regulating the work of the Special Procedures.

 

The fifth regular session of the Council will be held from 11-18 June.

 

IPS adds from Geneva: The Human Rights Council's fourth session wrapped up Friday with good results, particularly because developing countries "regained the initiative," said Swiss academic Jean Ziegler, UN Rapporteur on the Right to Food.

 

Delegates from the Asian and African groups and from progressive Latin American governments took the offensive in the highest UN human rights body, "to confront neo-colonialism in the field of human rights," Zeigler told IPS.

 

He was referring to what happened during the Council's first year of debates, which ended Friday with the close of the fourth session, in which assessments of human rights violations by individual countries disappeared in practice because of the paralysis of the "special procedures" for studying human rights questions and violations.

 

Ziegler did agree, however, that there is a "vacuum of protection" for human rights in the UN system caused by the transfer of power from the now-defunct Commission on Human Rights to the year-old Council.

 

The last session of the Commission was held in March and April 2005. Since then, no declarations or resolutions on the human rights records of countries have been adopted, nor has the fate of the "special procedures" been defined.

 

These mechanisms can be comprised of individuals ("special rapporteurs", "special representatives" or "independent experts") or working groups who investigate and report on human rights issues and on abuses committed in specific countries.

 

The case of Sudan, the highest-profile focus of the session that ended Friday, represents only in part an exception to this "vacuum of protection," because the Council failed to issue a clear condemnation of the Sudanese government for the abuses committed in the western region of Darfur.

 

The resolution approved by the Council, a compromise between competing texts proposed by the African Group and the European Union, expresses profound concern over the grave human rights violations in Darfur and establishes a group made up of seven UN experts charged with working to ensure follow-up and implementation of 115 UN recommendations already adopted.

 

Some two and a half million people have been displaced and between 200,000 and 400,000 people killed - mostly members of three African ethnic groups - in Darfur since February 2003. 
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