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Overview   
 
In response to widespread disappointment with the inability of the UN Commission on 
Human Rights to address serious human rights violations around the world, Secretary 
General Kofi Annan presented a plan of action to abolish the Commission and replace it 
with a new reformed body, the UN Human Rights Council.  According to the establishing 
resolution, passed after months of negotiation by the UN General Assembly in April 
2006, the new body was tasked with “promoting universal respect for the protection of all 
human rights and fundamental freedoms for all, without distinction of any kind and in a 
fair and equal manner,” and should “address situations of violations of human rights, 
including gross and systematic violations, and make recommendations thereon.”1

 
Halfway through the Council’s inaugural year, the hopes that the institution would be a 
major improvement over its predecessor have not been realized.  Fundamental questions 
about the new body’s operations and political will to address the world’s most egregious 
human rights abuses remain. While Freedom House notes that key processes determining 
the Council’s future are still in formation, the track record is not promising. The 
Council’s only concrete actions to date have been to call special sessions and pass one-
sided resolutions censuring Israel. 
 
This report assesses the work of the Council to date on a number of key issues, including 
the ability to take timely action on some of the most egregious human rights abuses in the 
world. The report also focuses on the actions of members of the UN Democracy Caucus 
and the U.S. government—both of which bear special responsibility for ensuring the 
Council’s effectiveness.  

                                                 
1 Resolution 60/251 adopted by the United Nations General Assembly, Human Rights Council, April 3, 
2006. 
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Evaluation of the Council’s Actions to Date 

 
 

BENCHMARK 1: 
The ability of the Council to take timely action to address urgent 

human rights abuses around the world, including censuring 
governments as appropriate. 

 
Criteria 1: Through Special Rapporteurs and Representatives 

 
Freedom House Assessment: PROMISING 

 
During the second session, the Council heard the reports of over 40 Special Rapporteurs 
and Representatives on serious and substantive issues such as Belarus, Sudan and Cuba. 
Many were hard hitting and did not shy from condemning specific countries.  
 
The level of participation by independent experts and civil society in the discussion of 
these reports has yet to be determined. During the second session, NGOs were allowed 
for the first time to participate in the Interactive Dialogue that traditionally follows the 
reports of the Special Rapporteurs and Representatives, a shift that Freedom House 
applauds. However, the time allocated to them during this session was too brief for their 
presentations to be genuinely meaningful.  
 

Freedom House Recommendation 
 

Reports of Special Rapporteurs and Representatives must remain a key element of the 
Council. NGO participation in the Interactive Dialogue following these reports should 
continue, but with more time allocated for their presentations.  
 
 

    
Criteria 2: Through country-specific resolutions 

 
Freedom House Assessment: FAIL 

 
In the Council’s second session, 44 draft proposals were submitted in response to the 
reports of the special procedures; however, only six were on country-specific issues. 
Three of these were aimed at Israel, two were about the conflict in Darfur, and one was 
on Sri Lanka. None was put to a vote. Instead, examination of these draft resolutions was 
postponed until November 27, 2006, immediately prior to the start of the Council’s third 
session.  
 
Alarmingly, a number of countries, some belonging to blocs like the Organization of the 
Islamic Conference, spoke out at the second session against any country resolutions. Last 
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week, the UN General Assembly’s Third Committee, which focuses on human rights 
issues, passed a resolution sponsored by Belarus and Uzbekistan to discourage all UN 
human rights bodies from condemning any country on human rights. While the resolution 
still awaits passage by the full General Assembly, it is a very disturbing indicator of the 
mood of the UN and members’ approach to human rights issues.    
 

Freedom House Recommendation 
 

Country-specific resolutions must remain part of the Council’s toolbox for addressing 
human rights abuses. Loss of the use of country-specific resolutions will mean that those 
countries that are afraid of being censured—that have human rights abuses to hide—have 
succeeded in their aims of blunting criticism against them.  
 
By the end of its first year, comprehensive strong country-specific resolutions should be 
passed at least for the most pressing situations of ongoing human rights abuses such as 
Darfur, Burma and North Korea. 
 
 
 
 

Criteria 3: Through the Universal Periodic Review Process 
 

Freedom House Assessment: UNCERTAIN 
 
The working group on the Universal Periodic Review is still meeting and has not yet 
produced an outcome document. There seems to be a growing schism between those 
countries that favor a “consensual” process, which would restrict the type and amount of 
outside information used in the process and could limit the scrutiny given to serious 
human rights abuses, and others that argue for the inclusion of independent experts and 
NGOs. Unlike most European countries, the United States has not pushed for the 
prominent involvement of independent experts and has stressed that the process is at 
heart a review by peers, rather than an objective evaluation of a country’s human rights 
situation.  
 
Freedom House Recommendation 
 
The working group on the Universal Periodic Review process must report on its progress 
during the Council’s third session, to illustrate that the group is reaching agreement on 
key characteristics. Further, the UPR should be established and ready to begin its first 
round of evaluations in the second half of 2007, and the process must feature input from 
independent experts, including NGOs, with a cycle that allows all countries to be 
reviewed every three years.   
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BENCHMARK 2: 

The ability of the Council to raise and take appropriate action to 
address emerging global patterns of human rights abuses. 

 
Criteria 1: The global trend against freedom of association 

 
Freedom House Assessment: MIXED 

 
The report delivered during the second session by Ms. Hina Jilani, Special Representative 
on Human Rights Defenders, was strong and substantive. Actively addressing the 
problem of freedom of association faced by many NGOs around the world, Ms. Jilani 
pointed out, “In a great number of countries, national laws regulating the functioning of 
NGOs impose severe restrictions on their registration, funding, management and 
operation. Far from being used to give legal basis to NGOs and guarantee their rights, 
domestic legislation has been enforced to keep them under strict control and have been 
arbitrarily used to legitimize taking legal action against human rights NGOs for activities 
protected and promoted by the Declaration.”2

 
However, the Council has yet to take any action to condemn the increase in government 
crackdowns against NGOs and human rights defenders around the globe, and no member 
states have suggested any specific steps to further analyze the trend.   
 

 

BENCHMARK 3: 
The demonstrated capacity of the members of the UN 

Democracy Caucus to develop and implement a leadership role 
in ensuring the Council live up to its mandate. 

 
Criteria 1: Members of the UN Democracy Caucus convene planning and 

coordinating meetings 
 

Freedom House Assessment: FAIL 
 

Criteria 2: Members of the UN Democracy Caucus develop a unified strategy at 
the Council to address the most serious human rights abuses 

 
Freedom House Assessment: FAIL 

                                                 
2 “Promotion and Protection of Human Rights: Human Rights Defenders,” Report submitted by the Special 
Representative of the Secretary-General on human rights defenders, Hina Jilani, September 21, 2006 
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Although the UN Democracy Caucus’s founding document declares members’ 
“determination to work together to promote and strengthen democracy,” Caucus 
members have not distinguished themselves as a group in addressing serious human 
rights abuses. 
 
Members of the UN Democracy Caucus represent over 75% of the Council’s member 
states and have an unprecedented ability to impact the Council’s future.  Unfortunately, 
Caucus members have not demonstrated the willingness or ability to coordinate positions, 
and the Caucus, now led by the Government of Mali, has not convened a single public 
meeting since the Council’s establishment. 
 
This stands in contrast to the Non-Aligned Movement and the Organization of the Islamic 
Conference, both of which presented highly coordinated approaches and unified fronts 
during the first and second sessions of the Council and have demonstrated a similar 
strategic focus in their interventions at the Third Committee.    
 
Even European members of the Caucus have shown hesitancy about confronting known 
human rights abusers. Though the EU did submit a resolution on Darfur, no compromise 
with the African Union, which also submitted a Darfur resolution, was found. 
 

Freedom House Recommendation 
 

Members of the UN Democracy Caucus should demonstrate greater coordination 
promoting key issues at the Council, including the ongoing use of country-specific 
resolutions, Special Rapporteurs and Representatives; a strong UPR process; and 
continuing participation by NGOs. Additionally, Caucus members should actively recruit 
strong candidates for the Council’s second year and should support only those countries 
which meet the standard for promoting and protecting human rights as laid out in the 
Warsaw Declaration, the Community of Democracies’ founding document. 
 

 

 

BENCHMARK 4: 
The U.S. Government should strategically engage to have 
maximum impact on the Council’s effective functioning. 

Criteria 1: U.S. government runs for a seat at the UN Human Rights Council 
 

Freedom House Assessment: FAIL 
 

Criteria 2: U.S. government appoints a Special Envoy to coordinate with foreign 
capitals 

 
Freedom House Assessment: FAIL 
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The U.S. government states that it has made improving the Council a priority in its 
foreign policy. A few key officials—including Deputy Assistant Secretaries Mark Lagon 
and Erica Barks-Ruggles, as well as Ambassador Warren Tichenor—have worked hard to 
reach out to allies on the Council and promote higher standards at the Council. However, 
these efforts are undermined by a broadly shared perception—whether accurate or not—
that some high ranking officials in the State Department and the White House are hoping 
the Council will fail.  
 

Freedom House Recommendation 
 

The United States should run for a seat on the Council in 2007. The presence of the U.S., 
as a Convening Group member of the Community of Democracies and, more 
importantly, a long-term staunch supporter of human rights, could provide an impetus for 
other Council members to promote human rights more proactively. If the U.S. chooses 
not to run, it should designate a high level special envoy to the Council. This envoy will 
work in tandem with the U.S. Ambassador to Geneva and will directly engage high-level 
representatives in the foreign capitals of key democracies around the world.  
 
 

Conclusion 
 
The UN Human Rights Council’s actions fall disturbingly short of meeting its founding 
objectives. Despite strong reports by Special Rapporteurs and Representatives, virtually 
no decisions on substantive issues have been made, except those censuring Israel in an 
unbalanced manner. Although the 44 resolutions submitted during the second session will 
be considered prior to the third session, only three of them examine the most pressing 
human rights issues in the world today, and is unclear if even those will pass.  
 
The Council is still being developed and procedural aspects, such as the Universal 
Periodic Review process, are not yet established.  Nonetheless, the Council’s dismal 
performance so far emphasizes that a significant change in strategy on the part of 
democratic leaders of the international community, including the UN Democracy Caucus 
and the U.S., is urgently needed if the Council is to remain relevant to human rights 
promotion around the world.  
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Report Card 
 
For:   The UN Human Rights Council 
Period:  April - October 2006 
 
 

Benchmark Criteria Grade 
Through Special Rapporteurs and 
Representatives 

Promising 

Through country-specific 
resolutions 

Fail 

  
 The ability of the Council to take timely 
action to address urgent human rights 
abuses around the world, including 
censuring governments as appropriate. 
  Through the Universal Periodic 

Review Process 
Uncertain 

 The ability of the Council to raise and 
take appropriate action to address 
emerging global patterns of human rights 
abuses. 

The global trend against freedom of 
association 

Mixed 

Members of the UN Democracy 
Caucus convene planning and 
coordinating meetings 

Fail   
 The demonstrated capacity of the 
members of the UN Democracy Caucus to 
develop and implement a leadership role 
in ensuring the Council live up to its 
mandate. 

Members of the UN Democracy 
Caucus develop a unified strategy 
at the Council to address the most 
serious human rights abuses 

Fail 

U.S government runs for a seat on 
the UN Human Rights Council 

Fail   
 The U.S. Government should strategically 
engage to have maximum impact on the 
Council's effective functioning. U.S. government appoints a Special 

Envoy to coordinate with foreign 
capitals 

Fail 
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