
COMMISSION ON HUMAN RIGHTS, INFORMAL ONE-DAY MEETING 
(Geneva, 30 September 2003) 
 
 
The informal one-day meeting took place in advance of the General Assembly meeting in New 
York to brief the members of the Commission on Human Rights on recent events and 
developments, which had taken place since the meetings of the Commission in March/April 
2003. A shadow was cast over proceedings by the absence of Mr Sergio Vieira de Mello, the 
former High Commissioner for Human Rights, and many tributes were paid to him by the 
members.  
 
In her opening speech, the Libyan Ambassador Najat Al-Hajjaji as Chair of the Commission's 
59th session, highlighted meetings that had taken place between the Extended Bureau of the 
Commission and the chairs of the treaty monitoring bodies to examine the relationship 
between the treaty monitoring bodies and the Commission. She highlighted that the chairs of 
the treaty monitoring bodies will now address the Commission. The Bureau had also held 
meetings with representatives of the special procedures and filled any outstanding vacancies 
for these posts. Co-operation with NGOs, other UN agencies and regional bodies was also 
expanded. 

Mr Ramcharan, the acting High Commissioner, reported on among other things the 
activities of the Sub-Commission on the Promotion and Protection of Human Rights, 
highlighting in particular the call for an international year for minorities. An update was also 
given on the moves to reform procedures pursuant to the Secretary-General’s proposals and 
questionnaires have been sent out to member States. He further explained that the treaty 
monitoring bodies are already engaged in a programme of useful incremental changes in State 
reporting procedures, including considering an expanded core document and greater 
harmonisation of reports. Mr Ramcharan informed the plenary that a discussion will be held in 
this regard early next year.  

Regarding specifically the activities of the Office of the High Commissioner for Human 
Rights (OHCHR), Mr Ramcharan informed the plenary that a special procedures branch has 
been established, and that a detailed report on the management of the office has been 
written and will be presented to the General Assembly at the next meeting. On a more 
substantive note he mentioned the compilation of a digest of human rights jurisprudence in, 
inter alia, member States, the Organisation of American States (OAS), the African Union (AU) 
and the European Union (EU) regarding actions taken to combat terrorism. 
 
Children’s rights 
 
Ms Maria Francisca Ize-Charrin announced that the Committee on the Rights of the Child has 
been expanded and will meet in two parallel chambers to consider State party reports. It was 
decided that States may combine reports to catch up with their reporting obligations.  

The ratification status of the optional protocols was announced, with the Optional 
Protocol to the Convention on the Rights of the Child on the Involvement of Children in 
Armed Conflict having received 62 ratifications and 111 signatures. The Optional Protocol to 
the Convention on the Rights of the Child on the Sale of Children, Child Prostitution and Child 
Pornography had received 61 ratifications and 105 signatures. 

Other developments highlighted included the establishment of an independent 
secretariat to assist Mr Paulo Sergio Pinheiro in his study relating to violations against 
children. This will allow co-operation between the United Nations Children's Fund (UNICEF), 
the World Health Organisation (WHO) and the OHCHR and will be financed through voluntary 
contributions. The Special Representative of the Secretary-General for children and armed 
conflict made visits to Sierra Leone and the United Arab Emirates and addressed conferences, 
including the summit of the African Union in Maputo.  
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Indigenous peoples 
 
Mr Dzidek Kedzia announced that a report by the Secretary-General on the International 
Decade of the World’s Indigenous People would be before the General Assembly this year. 
This would include a summary of the activities of the Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues, 
the Intergovernmental working group established by the Commission on Human Rights to 
elaborate a draft declaration on the rights of indigenous peoples and the Working Group on 
Indigenous Populations.  

The Special Rapporteur on the situation of human rights and fundamental freedoms of 
indigenous people carried out missions to Mexico and Chile, sent communications and wrote 
a report on large scale development projects and their effects on indigenous rights. He is 
currently preparing a report on the position of indigenous peoples as regards the 
administration of justice, as well as undertaking a joint programme with the United Nations 
Centre for Human Settlements (Habitat) relating to indigenous people and the right to 
housing. 
 
Racism 
 
Mr Jan Cedergren, as representative of the Anti-Discrimination Unit, announced that this unit 
had serviced the Intergovernmental working group established to make recommendations 
with a view to the effective implementation of the Durban Declaration and Programme of 
Action and the Working Group of experts on people of African descent.  

A number of examples of co-operation with other agencies were given such as: the co-
operation with the UNESCO regarding a publication of best practices of awareness raising to 
combat racism; multistakeholder initiatives being launched by the International Labour 
Organisation (ILO); and a United Nations Programme on HIV/AIDS (UNAIDS) project to fight 
HIV related discrimination.  

The Special Rapporteur on contemporary forms of racism, racial discrimination, 
xenophobia and related intolerance made visits to Guyana and Trinidad and Tobago and was 
in Colombia at the time of the meeting. He will be heading to Côte d’Ivoire soon. In his 
reports, he highlighted the use of the internet to spread racial hatred, the resurgence of anti-
Semitism and Islamophobia and the problem of football hooliganism. 
 
Human rights treaty monitoring bodies 
 
The reports of the treaty bodies focused on the reform of the treaty monitoring bodies. 
Although a reporting procedure revolving around the submission of a single report was 
regarded as not the best option, an expanded core document, which would be regularly 
updated, was favourably viewed. So was a recommendation that reports should be focused 
on areas identified by the treaty monitoring bodies in earlier concluding observations. All 
treaty monitoring bodies have been urged to adopt follow-up procedures and the Human 
Rights Committee and the Committee against Torture have already done so. 

The report of the Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination will not be 
before the General Assembly this year but will be considered next year. Recently, the 
Committee has considered the cases of two countries where reports were overdue by five 
years, decisions were taken regarding early warning in four countries and a thematic 
discussion was held relating to non-citizens and racial discrimination. A meeting also took 
place for the first time between State parties and the Committee, which was well attended. 
Matters discussed included the possible establishment of a follow-up system and adoption of 
a list of issues prior to consideration of the report by the Committee. 

Mr Nigel Rodley, as a representative of the Human Rights Committee, met with the 
Security Council’s Counter-Terrorism Committee in an effort to establish a dialogue and a 
regular exchange of information to ensure that human rights are not compromised in the war 
against terrorism. As regards the working methods of the Committee, a report analysing all 
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the follow-up information will be submitted to the General Assembly. In an effort to decrease 
the backlog that has built up relating to individual communications under the first Optional 
Protocol to the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, an extra week was taken 
by the Committee to consider communications. This has already resulted in an extra 20% of 
cases being considered and the Committee still has one session left in November. 

It was suggested that the Committee against Torture should identify specific issues on 
which States parties should provide information at least one year in advance of the next 
periodic report. It was announced that the Optional Protocol to the Convention against 
Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or Punishment has received its first 
ratification courtesy of Malta and measures to encourage other States to ratify were being 
considered. The United Nations Voluntary Fund for Victims of Torture reported that USD 7.2 
million had been distributed to victims and their families but that USD 132 million was 
required. 

The International Convention on the Protection of the Rights of All Migrant Workers 
and Members of their Families entered into force on 1 July 2003 and in December the 
Committee members will be elected. The first meeting of this Committee is planned for March 
2004. The rules of procedure are currently being drawn up taking into account the 
developments relating to the other treaty bodies to increase harmonisation. 
 
Country mandates 
 
Ms Soussan Raadi Azarakhadi, Chair of the newly created Special Procedures Branch, briefed 
the meeting on the current activities of the special procedures. 

Africa: The Special Rapporteur on the situation of human rights in Burundi undertook 
his seventh mission to Burundi paying special attention to the situation of Batwa communities 
and prisons. The Special Rapporteur on the situation of human rights in the Democratic 
Republic of the Congo held informal consultations with the Security Council. In Sierra Leone 
improvements were noted. Governmental authority has been established nationwide, a judicial 
system is being re-established, progress has been made in the implementation of the peace 
process and efforts have been made to address human rights violations. The Truth and 
Reconciliation Commission is now in the final stages of its operational period. The Special 
Court has also issued indictments but structural deficiencies have been identified in the 
judicial system. 

The Arab World: The Special Rapporteur on the situation of human rights in Iraq 
submitted an interim report on violations of human rights by the Government of Iraq over 
many years. However, a deteriorating security situation forced the postponement of his visit. 
It was stated that if security clearance is not forthcoming, he will consider alternative 
methods of acquiring information. The Secretary-General was also asked to bring to the 
attention of Israel a resolution condemning their continued detention of Lebanese nationals 
but no reply has yet been received.  

Asia-Pacific: A ninth mission to Cambodia was undertaken by the Special 
Representative of the Secretary-General on the situation of human rights in Cambodia which 
attention was paid to freedom of expression, association and assembly during the election 
period and assurances were sought that the police would not use excessive force. Mr Paulo 
Sergio Pinheiro, Special Rapporteur on the situation of human rights in Myanmar, reported a 
lack of progress in Myanmar and escalating violence. An appeal was made to the Government 
to release Daw Aung San Suu Kyi and all other persons imprisoned for peaceful expression of 
their views. A request to visit Shan state was denied and the Special Rapporteur was advised 
by the Myanmar Government to seek a normal visit. 
 
Thematic mandates 
 
The Special Rapporteur on torture and other cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or 
punishment has been characteristically busy, making one visit to Spain, holding consultations 
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with Bolivia, China and Nepal, attending the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights 
and several round tables with NGOs. He drew attention to, inter alia, the trade in torture 
equipment and the prevention of torture in psychiatric institutions. 

The Special Rapporteur on freedom of religion or belief has sent communications to 
States relating to inter-religious violence, the role of the media, counter-terrorism measures, 
conscientious objectors, protection of places of worship. Visits were also made to Romania 
and Georgia. 

The Special Representative of the Secretary-General on human rights defenders took a 
regional approach to the fulfilment of her mandate, co-operating both with regional 
intergovernmental institutions such as the EU and with regional NGOs. She made a fact-
finding mission to Thailand and prepared thematic studies of the role of human rights 
defenders in the democratisation process and the impact of the media. A report will also be 
sent to the General Assembly on the situation of human right defenders in the fight against 
terrorism, including general trends in the use of security legislation, the essential role of 
human rights defenders and the declaration on the rights of human rights defenders in the 
context of the fight against terrorism. 

The Special Rapporteur on the human rights of migrants participated in a number of 
seminars and workshops and undertook missions to Spain and Morocco. She focused 
particularly on obstacles to family reunions, trafficking in migrants, corruption, the abuse of 
female domestic workers and the existence of discriminatory practices. 

The Special Rapporteur on violence against women, Ms Yakin Ertürk, has only just 
been appointed and therefore no missions have yet been undertaken although many are 
planned.  

In relation to the right to health, a report will be presented to the General Assembly in 
which it is proposed that it is timely to develop indicators in regard to the right to health, 
which can be distinguished from health indicators. Concerns are also raised relating to the 
access to health treatments of those in poverty, human rights and accountability relating to 
HIV/AIDS and obstacles to access to treatment.  

The Special Rapporteur on the right to food addressed specifically matters relating to 
gender and transnational corporations. In relation to the first topic, it was noted that women 
are still subject to discrimination. Regarding transnational corporations, it was suggested that 
their effects on the on the right to food should be monitored. The Special Rapporteur also 
contributed to the development of the draft voluntary guidelines on the right to food in co-
operation with the Food and Agriculture Organisation of the United Nations (FAO). Missions 
to Bangladesh and the Occupied Palestinian Territories were also undertaken. 

At the tenth meeting of the special procedures measures were discussed to enhance 
the effectiveness of the procedures, improve links between them, enhance co-operation with 
UN country teams that could facilitate visits, allow follow-up to reports of special rapporteurs 
and to better disseminate information regarding their mandates. In this regard NGOs were 
encouraged to co-operate closely with the special procedures. 
 
Debate 
 
Italy took the floor on behalf of the EU to suggest that Mr Sergio Vieira de Mello be awarded 
the United Nations Human Rights Prize posthumously. They also recommended that the 
reform to the treaty bodies be funded through the UN regular budget not the Voluntary Fund 
and that during that reform the treaties should not be reopened for negotiation. Other States 
were also all urged to accept and receive visiting special rapporteurs. 

Human Rights Watch gave an extensive and technical intervention regarding guidelines 
for the provision of technical assistance. They suggested that this assistance should only go 
to states that demonstrate the will but lack the capacity to implement their human rights 
obligations and should not be given to abusive Governments. The reasoning behind this is 
that the assistance should go where it will have the greatest impact and should not be used 
to deflect criticism. Matters to be taken into account in assessing whether a real will exists 
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include whether a standing invitation has been issued to the special procedures, ratification 
status of core human rights instruments and implementation record of the country regarding 
the recommendations of the treaty monitoring bodies. It was also suggested that programmes 
should build on the recommendations of the treaty monitoring bodies and should be evaluated 
periodically and that the OHCHR should prepare an annual report assessing these 
programmes, which should be presented at the informal meeting of the Commission. 
 
Resolutions 
 
Many countries announced that they would be tabling resolutions at the General Assembly. 
Japan will table a resolution relating to Cambodia, the EU will table a resolution relating to the 
rights of the child, Austria will table a resolution relating to the rights of minorities and human 
rights in the administration of justice. The United States of America will table a resolution on 
women and political participation. Norway will introduce two resolutions, one on human 
rights defenders and one on internally displaced persons. Canada will also table two 
resolutions regarding women and the UN system and human rights and mass exoduses. 
Sweden will propose among others a resolution on the rights of people with disabilities. 
Ireland will table a resolution relating to all kinds of religious intolerance. Mexico will table a 
resolution regarding the protection of human rights in the fight against terrorism and two 
resolutions on the rights of migrants. Saudi Arabia stated that they were considering a 
resolution on the operation of the Commission on Human Rights. Finland intends to table a 
resolution on the International Decade of the World’s Indigenous Peoples. Denmark will table 
a resolution relating to torture, the Netherlands is considering tabling a resolution on 
violations against women and Brazil may introduce a resolution on the incompatibility of 
racism and democracy. 


