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The working group continued its deliberations on the review of the complaints procedure, previously known 
as the 1503 Procedure, of the former Commission on Human Rights.1 Most delegations continued to express 
satisfaction with how the 1503 Procedure had worked in the former Commission to the effect that “if it ain’t 
broke, don’t fix it”. The Mexican delegation stood out for its forthright statement that it saw important 
failings in how the 1503 Procedure had worked and that far more should be expected of the procedure. 
Nonetheless the discussion focused on only minor changes to the procedure. 
 
In particular there was no challenge to the basic structure of the mechanism, whereby: 
 
• the procedure will deal only with communications (complaints) that disclose a “consistent pattern of 

gross and reliably attested violations of human rights”; 
• the procedure is confidential unless in the final stages the Human Rights Council itself decides 

otherwise; 
• all communications (complaints) are considered by two working groups, one of experts and the other 

of representatives of Council member States, before they can be considered and acted upon by the 
Council; 

• no remedy is provided to or recommended for victims of gross human rights violations. 
 
The Facilitator, Ambassador Blaise Godet of Switzerland, introduced his revised non-paper of 4 April 2007.2 
Ambassador Godet indicated that there were four main areas still under debate and he proposed to focus the 
discussion during the day on those four areas. 
 

Appointment and composition of the first Working 
Group 

 
The first working group is to be comprised of experts. Under the 1503 Procedure, it consisted of five experts 
selected from members of the Sub-commission on the Promotion and Protection of Human Rights. This 
question was seen, therefore, as linked to the separate discussion under another Facilitator of the future of the 
expert advice system of the Human Rights Council. 
 
One fundamental issue in contention was the process for the selection of experts to be members of the first 
working group. 
 

                                                 
1 The procedure was established by Resolution 1503 of the Economic and Social Council, giving it its name. 
2 The revised non-paper is available at the OHCHR extranet, which can be accessed at 
www.ohchr.org/english/bodies/hrcouncil/form.htm (fill out the form on the page to receive the user name and password). 
 



• The Facilitator’s non-paper raised options of appointment of the members by the President of the 
Human Rights Council or by the President of a new expert advisory body after consultation with the 
bureau of the Council or after consultation with regional groups. 

• The African Group, the Organization of the Islamic Conference and many Asian States argued that 
members should be representative of the regional groups and that, if the appointment is not to be made 
by the chairperson of a new expert advisory body, then it should be made by the President of the 
Council following consultation with the regional groups. Some States went further and argued that the 
President should appoint only the experts recommended by the regional groups. 

• The European Union, most Latin American States and some others argued that appointment should be 
by the President of the Council after consultation with the bureau. 

• The International Service for Human Rights said that members were to be independent experts and so 
should not be seen or described as representatives of the regional groups and should be appointed by 
the President after consultation with all relevant stakeholders. States had their representatives on the 
second working group and so their role in the appointment of the first working group should be 
minimal. 

 
Decisions of the second Working Group 

 
The second working group is to be composed of State representatives. The Facilitator raised two issues still 
contested: the majority required for a decision of the second working group to discontinue consideration of a 
complaint (simple majority, special majority or consensus) and whether the second working group could 
decide to refer a complaint to the Council for discussion in public session. 
 
• There was considerable debate and confusion about the process and practice of the second working 

group under the 1503 Procedure before it was determined that that working group has power to 
discontinue consideration of a complaint on its first examination by that working group and could do 
so if there were consensus.  

• Most States that spoke argued for consensus decision making but agreed that, in the absence of 
consensus, the second working group should be able to discontinue consideration by a simple 
majority. 

• Most States also accepted that the second working group should not be able to decide issues for the 
Council itself and so should not be able to determine that the Council should consider a complaint in 
public session. That decision should be reserved to the Council itself. 

• Mexico stood apart from other speakers, seeking to clarify the distinct roles of the two working 
groups. It proposed that the first working group should examine general conditions of admissibility 
and the second working group should examine whether the complaint disclosed a “consistent pattern 
of gross … violations of human rights”. 

 
Timeframe of the procedure 

 
The Facilitator raised two issues here: how often the working groups should meet and the Council should 
consider complaints and whether there should be a total timeframe within which all complaints should be 
processed through all stages. The former Commission on Human Rights met in ordinary session only once a 
year and so its working groups met only once a year and it was able to consider complaints under the 1503 
Procedure only once a year. The new Human Rights Council will meet in ordinary session at least three times 
a year.3 
 
• The European Union said that the working groups should meet at least twice a year and that the 

Council should consider complaints “as often as required and at least once a year”. It supported a 
timeframe for the procedure, perhaps of 24 months. This position was supported by other Western 
States and many Latin American States. 

• The Organization of the Islamic Conference and some other States said that the Council should 
consider complaints only once a year. 

                                                 
3 General Assembly Resolution 60/251. 



• The African Group sought information on how the current working groups were dealing with the 
workload. Its convenor, Algeria, suggested that the meeting time available could be divided so that the 
working groups could meet twice a year but for the same total period. 

• India presented an innovative proposal based around two meetings of the working groups, with 
different functions at each meeting, and a single consideration annually by the Council itself. It said 
that its proposal would reduce the total processing time to 24 to 26 months. 

• A number of States emphasised the importance of allowing States adequate time to respond to 
complaints. Bangladesh in particular described the complex and time demanding process by which 
complaints move from the mission in Geneva to the agency ultimately responsible for responding and 
then back again to Geneva. 

• Argentina said that a timeframe would be a great improvement in processing complaints. 
• The International Service for Human Rights said that the possibility of a reduced timeframe was one 

of the few improvements possible under the revised procedure. Having the working groups meet twice 
a year and the Council consider complaints twice a year would reduce the processing time by up to six 
months for all complaints. The existing workload could be divided among the two meetings and so no 
additional meeting time would be required. 

 
General comments 

 
The discussions did not reach the fourth of the Facilitator’s points, measures to be taken by the Human Rights 
Council. The Facilitator accepted some general comments at the request of States. They principally addressed 
issues associated with the admissibility criteria, including the exhaustion of domestic remedies. The 
importance of the confidentiality of the procedure was also emphasised. 
 
The working group will next discuss the review of the complaints procedure on Wednesday 25 April. 
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