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Excellencies, 

Ladies and Gentlemen,

Please allow me to express my gratitude to all of you for coming to Rabat to attend the third regional conference on the role of national human rights institutions in promoting the independence of the judiciary in the Arab region. This conference organized by the Office of the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights and the Advisory Council for Human Rights from 12 to 14 November 2007 in coordination with UNDP- Rabat. In this occasion, I would like to extend my appreciation to the Kingdom of Morocco for hosting this conference and increasing commitment to human rights as a key element of both its domestic and foreign policy agenda. One of the main expressions of this strong commitment to human rights was indeed the establishment of the Advisory Council for Human Rights, which represents an exemplar model of NHRI in the Arab region. I wish to underscore OHCHR’s appreciation to the Advisory Council for Human Rights for the support provided in the organization of this event. The outcome of this conference will hopefully contribute to strengthening dialogue on the establishment of NHRIs in compliance with the Paris Principles and their role in promoting the independence of the judiciary.  

This conference is the third regional conference on NHRIs in the Arab region. The first regional conference was jointly organized in Cairo, Egypt from 6 to 8 March ‏2005 by OHCHR and the National Human Rights Council of Egypt in cooperation with UNDP and the League of Arab States (LAS). The second conference was held in Doha, Qatar from 4 to 6 March 2006 by OHCHR and the National Human Rights Committee of Qatar and supported by the UNDP, ISESCO, the League of Arab States, the Gulf Cooperation Council and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Qatar. 

Our gathering today aims at supporting national and regional initiatives to strengthen the role of NHRIs, as well as other relevant actors, in promoting the rule of law and the independence of the judiciary in accordance with international norms.

The conference is bringing together representatives of the nine existing NHRIs in the region and representatives from the judiciary as well as UN experts, representatives from international or regional organizations and networks, from the United Nations Development Programme/ Regional Bureau for Arab States (UNDP-RBAS)   as well as non-governmental organizations.

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

NHRIs are a relatively new phenomenon. The Principles relating to the Status of National Institutions for the Promotion and Protection of Human Rights of 1993, known as “the Paris Principles” are the main normative source of NHRIs the internationally and considered as benchmarks to assess the structure, mandate and performance of NHRIs. These Principles give a clear picture of the minimum standards that NHRIs should comply with in order to function effectively. They include independence, pluralism, a broad mandate to protect and promote human rights, accessibility, functional and structural autonomy, interaction with civil society, and ideally, powers to handle cases of human rights violations. 
The broadness of the Paris Principles is illustrated by the fact that they do not advocate any particular model of a NHRI. Therefore, every State is free to develop its own specific model based, however, on those key international standards. The Paris Principles are used by the various United Nations bodies as the tools in their capacity building activities for NHRIs. The Paris Principles also serve as the guiding standards used by the International Coordinating Committee of National Institutions for the Promotion and Protection of Human Rights (ICC). The ICC is the global coordinating body of NHRIs and meets annually to discuss a wide-range of issues, such as the interaction between NHRIs and human rights treaty monitoring bodies or the Human Rights Council, or human rights related issues such as disability, torture prevention, and migration. Morocco, Egypt and Algeria’s NHRIs are already full members of the ICC.
Since 1993, the area of NHRIs has undergone some fundamental changes. Today, there are more than 100 NHRIs worldwide, 9 of which are in the Arab region. I congratulate those States that have established NHRIs in the Arab region and urge the State’s concerned to grant them adequate power and authority to ensure their compliance with the Paris Principles. 

OHCHR assigns high priority to the establishment and strengthening of NHRIs. This conference represents another milestone in the efforts undertaken within this region in order to set up national human rights infrastructures. Please remember our Office’s standing offer to continue providing appropriate assistance to any State that intends to establish an independent institution as well as in reinforcing those existing institutions that seek a more independent and effective role.

The important role that NHRIs, when truly independent and effective, can play at the national and international level is undeniable. At the national level, they represent an effective link between Governments and individuals. They can be an integral part of a national human rights protection system, alongside an independent judiciary, a properly functioning administration of justice, parliament and a dynamic civil society. Such institutions are the foundations upon which solid national human rights and rule of law oriented systems can be built. NHRIs can have a significant impact on human rights capacity-building policies at the national level, for instance by contributing to legislative reform, whereby national laws are harmonized with international human rights instruments signed and ratified by the State. NHRIs can be instrumental in the reform and strengthening of judicial and security institutions, including the police and prison administrations, and all sectors of the rule of law; ensuring that the administration of justice conforms to human rights standards.  

NHRIs are crucial partners of the UN system, as they can support the setting up of human rights protection systems on the ground. OHCHR is expanding its cooperation with UNCTs to ensure the success and sustainability of national programmes for the protection and promotion of human rights, good governance and respect for the rule of law at the country level.


With regard to the newly established Human Rights Council, we have observed the most significant developments. NHRIs that are assessed to be in compliance with the Paris Principles will have the right to speak on any agenda item of the Human Rights Council and to submit written statements and documentation. It is envisaged that NHRIs will play a significant role in the Universal Periodic Review (UPR) of the Human Rights Council.  
Excellencies, Ladies and Gentlemen,

Our objective in this Conference is to discuss how NHRIs, especially in the Arab region, can work and strengthen respect for the rule of law with reference to the independence of the judiciary. This Conference will hopefully allow all of us to identify the challenges and opportunities of having a NHRI actively involved in the judiciary independence initiatives. It is my wish that this be a further milestone of a constructive and collaborative partnership between the United Nations (especially OHCHR and UNDP), the NHRIs of the region and Governments concerned aimed at the establishment of NHRIs that are in compliance with the Paris Principles. 

 

 Strong democratic processes, where individuals’ voices are heard through free and fair independent elections, must be supported.  A vibrant civil society should be encouraged and nurtured and a strong and truly independent judiciary must be seen as a fundamental pillar of safeguarding human rights.    
I wish you rich and fruitful deliberations for a successful conference.
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