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We are here today to discuss reform of the human rights system.  Universal human rights standards recognize the intrinsic and inalienable dignity of the human person, and the rights and freedoms that stem from that dignity.  It is the responsibility of all governments to respect and safeguard those rights for their citizens.  And it is the responsibility of UN Member States to promote the protection of these rights and freedoms wherever they may be threatened or violated.

The human rights machinery of the United Nations exists to assist UN Member States to meet their international obligations.  Reflecting our strong support for human rights, the United States places a great deal of importance on the effective and efficient functioning of human rights bodies.  As noted by the Secretary General in his report (A/60/733), the Human Rights Council will undertake the “review, and where necessary, improve and rationalize all mandates, mechanisms, functions, and responsibilities of the Commission on Human Rights…within one year of its first session.”  However, immediate steps can be taken now in order to strengthen human rights mechanisms of the United Nations.

In the mandate review process, our guiding principle is to ensure the protection of human rights.  Our highest priority is to eliminate the burdensome mechanisms that, as noted by the Secretary General in his report, “obscure[s] the issues under consideration” (para. 89), and we support his call to take immediate action in this regard.

We will discuss the necessity of eliminating the Sub-commission on the Promotion and Protection of Human Rights and all of its activities, its special rapporteurs or other appointees or contractors, and its subsidiary bodies or working groups.  We are seeking your support in ending this costly, duplicative, undisciplined, politicized, and utterly unnecessary mandate.

The Sub-commission on the Promotion and Protection of Human Rights
Two premises for the Sub-commission no longer pertain:  (1) the need for coverage of human rights in periods of the year when CHR, ECOSOC, and the UNGA Third Committee aren’t in session, but now the Human Rights Council will meet for at least 3 sessions plus special sessions as needed, and (2) The preeminent need to recommend and create human rights norms, but the SYG rightly pointed out in In Larger Freedom that the era of norm-creating must be succeeded by one of assisting implementation of human rights.  As such, the funds from the Sub-commission would be better spent on the continued effort to expand resources for OHCHR for technical assistance sought by Member States to build rule of law and rights protections.

The Sub-commission has outlived its usefulness.  Its five working groups are either duplicative of other efforts to promote and protect human rights under the newly established Human Rights Council or, as in the case of the Social Forum, only further the interests of a limited number of Member States.  The Sub-Commission disregards directives and guidance from its parent body.  Its reports are not generated at the request or instigation of Member States, but instead reflect the personal interests of the members of the Sub-Commission, who in some cases are simply government officials posing as “independent experts” in contravention of UN rules.

The work of the Sub-Commission is duplicative.  The Working Group on Communications feeds its recommendations into the Commission’s Working Group on Situations, rather than out into the public for general use.  The Working Group on Contemporary Forms of Slavery replicates the work done on racism through the Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination, or CERD.  Similarly, the work of the Working Group on Indigenous Populations is already covered by the Special Rapporteur on these same issues, as well as the open-ended Working Group on the Draft Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples.  Moreover, the Permanent Forum for Indigenous Issues was designed to have a much greater reach than the limited Working Group on Indigenous Populations.  If Member States decide to retain the so-called 1503 process for appeals in the Working Group on Situations, then that Working Group can report directly to the Human Rights Council.

We call for the immediate termination of the Sub-Commission and all of its subsidiary bodies in order to focus the limited resources of Member States where funds can make a difference, rather than funding an expensive, unresponsive, and duplicative body.  The United Nations has more than 40 human rights special procedures involving experts as well as over 500 employees of the Office of the High Commissioner available to assist the Member States and the Human Rights Council in the protection and promotion of human rights.  We would like to see resources liberated from the Sub-Commission used to fund activities that protect and promote human rights for vulnerable populations.

Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights
The United States holds the Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights in high regard and believes it has the potential to make even greater contributions to the protection of human rights around the world.  We strongly support regular budget funding for OHCHR, but new resources and positions should be directed to field operations to help societies in need, rather than building chiefly a conscious-raising operation at the headquarters in Geneva.  We want to see enhancements of OHCHR’s capacity for rapid deployment of human rights monitors to crisis spots, to boost significantly the number of non-emergency staff in the field, to increase technical assistance and training in countries around the world, and to dispatch fact-finding missions to trouble spots.

Burdensome reporting
The Secretary-General usefully suggests (para.  93) several measures that could be taken to reduce the excessive volume of documentation and burdensome translation requirements in this area.  My government supports the Secretary-General’s proposal to limit to 30 pages the length of treaty body reports to the General Assembly and ECOSOC.  We also concur that limiting the number of languages in which summary records are issued and submitting note verbales in one of the working languages could significantly ease the translation burden placed on the Secretariat.  These are actions that could be agreed upon right away.

We share the Secretary-General’s concern (para. 94) regarding the problem of overlapping reports.  We believe that Member States should examine the mandates in this area, with particular attention to the thematic and geographic areas highlighted in the Secretary-General’s report.

Ultimately, the Outcome Document’s call to “reaffirm the solemn commitment of our States to fulfil their obligations to promote universal respect for, and observance and protection of all human rights and fundamental freedoms for all…” will remain as our guide for this mandate review process.
I will now turn to the effective coordination of humanitarian assistance.  Humanitarian assistance is a lifeline to those persons directly affected by disasters and other crises.  If the United Nations is to carry out this crucial mandate effectively, we must ensure timely and coordinated humanitarian response by rationalizing existing mandates and maximizing existing resources within the system.

Coordination of humanitarian assistance
It is impossible to discuss mandate reform in humanitarian assistance here today without mentioning the broader humanitarian reform process currently underway to improve the provision of protection and humanitarian assistance.  In this process, agencies that make up the Interagency Standing Committee on Humanitarian Affairs (IASC) are pursuing a package of reforms intended to bridge long-standing and often serious protection and assistance gaps by increasing the overall predictability and accountability in humanitarian response.  My Government applauds the IASC’s attempt to achieve a bold and comprehensive solution to existing gaps, and finds that the humanitarian reform package as a whole merits our support.  We have long advocated for clear lines of authority, responsibility and accountability among UN agencies throughout the planning and delivery of assistance.  The United States will continue to press for answers to questions regarding these reform initiatives as they unfold, and we reiterate our desire to see the initiatives launched with a focus on operational utility, as well as cost effectiveness.

We would also like to note the complementary nature of the mandate review process and the High-level Panel on System-Wide Coherence.  Both are important initiatives that aim to reduce duplication of efforts and increase the effectiveness and efficiency of the United Nations.  The two processes should inform and reinforce one another.

Overlap among organs
Humanitarian assistance is dispersed throughout the United Nations system.  It is appropriate that many branches of the institution should consider and be active in humanitarian issues, since they are of such importance to the overall body.  However, finding the appropriate primary forum to direct normative and operational issues is crucial to maintaining consistent institutional policy and directing effective field activity.  Therefore, my Government supports efforts to rationalize the work of the General Assembly and ECOSOC in these areas.   

As the Secretary-General notes in his report (A/60/733), the issue of institutional responsibility regarding humanitarian issues is being considered in the context of revitalization of the General Assembly.  Currently humanitarian issues are considered in both the Second and Third Committees, as well as in the Plenary, and each can issue or improve mandates in that regard.  As recommended in the Secretary General’s report, my Government supports a more coherent approach to the consideration of these issues in the General Assembly, including the consolidation of these matters under a common humanitarian “umbrella” in the Plenary.  Specifically we also support the return of country-specific resolutions to the Plenary from the 2nd Committee.   

Reporting Procedures
Reporting procedures on humanitarian assistance issues are similarly overlapping and, at times, redundant.  Fewer and more finely honed reports could assist UN bodies in developing and articulating sound policies and in directing field offices to carry out assistance programs effectively.  My Government therefore supports rationalization of the reporting procedures within the General Assembly through the consolidation of reports under the proposed humanitarian “umbrella.”  Moreover, the United States supports the Secretary-General’s recommendation of a limit on country-specific reports to one year following a crisis.  This will keep reports relevant and targeted, and more effectively highlight current areas of international concern.  Updates after the initial year could be consolidated into thematic reports to capture issues of ongoing focus and concern.

Internally Displaced Persons
The UN’s attempt to achieve a bold and comprehensive solution to existing gaps in humanitarian response, particularly as it impacts IDPs, merits support.   The U.S.  has long advocated clear lines of authority, responsibility and accountability among UN agencies.   Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR) must to continue to evolve and make operational its human rights mandate.   Even with UNHCR’s expanded protection role in IDP matters, there remains ample need for OHCHR human rights monitors, training of local authorities in human rights issues, strengthening of local justice systems to provide redress, etc.  The United States supports the Secretary-General’s recommendation to “reexamine mandates concerning internally displaced persons, with a view to clearly determining responsibility for assistance to this population, including reinforcing the role of the Emergency Relief Coordinator in coordinating country-level assistance and protection” (para 102).

Thank you for your attention.

