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Distinguished representatives,

Ladies and gentlemen,

It is a great pleasure for me to address this important meeting organized by the APF, which OHCHR considers as a strong partner for the promotion and protection of human rights in the Asia Pacific region through the support it provides for setting up and strengthening NHRIs. The work of OHCHR on national human rights institutions has built a great deal on this successful partnership; a partnership which has recently become even more effective and is critical to our efforts for the implementation of international human rights norms at the national level.  
Over the past year, OHCHR has given top priority to support NHRIs in re-focusing their work on core protection issues. There is no doubt that if independent and effective, NHRIs are crucial actors in ensuring good governance and respect for the rule of law as well as in addressing accountability issues and contributing to the fight against impunity.  However, if NHRIs are unwilling or unable to address, head-on, issues such as the prevention of torture and degrading treatment, summary executions, arbitrary detentions or disappearances, the protection of human rights defenders, they become disconnected from the real concerns of victims of human rights abuses and the urgent needs of the most vulnerable in their society.  Not being directly involved in such issues weakens their credibility at home and also at the regional and international levels. 
It is therefore encouraging that the upcoming 9th International Conference of the International Coordinating Committee of NHRIs, to be held in Nairobi, Kenya, from 21 to 24 October 2008, will be dedicated to the role of NHRIs in the administration of justice; with special attention given to best practices and lessons learned in connection with NHRIs’ relationship with the judiciary, the police and prison administration. 

In this context, I would also like to draw your attention to the initiative of the former High Commissioner Louise Arbour, launched within the framework of the 60th anniversary of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, to focus on the situation of persons deprived of liberty in prisons and places of detention. NHRIs have been invited to consider undertaking activities relating to the dignity and justice of detainees, especially during the week of 6-12 October 2008, prior to the 9th International Conference of the ICC. 
Ladies and Gentleman,

NHRIs are a key relay mechanism to translate international standards into consistent laws and practices at the national level.   The establishment and strengthening of national human rights institutions in compliance with the Paris Principles is also one of the priorities of the Asia-Pacific Regional Framework, which OHCHR supports. 
Since the last Annual Meeting of the APF in Sydney, several events have taken place in the region to support the establishment of new NHRIs. First of all, OHCHR organized a regional workshop in Manila in October 2007 on the establishment of NHRIs in Asia, in cooperation with the Commission on Human Rights of the Philippines and with the support of the Government of the Philippines. The workshop brought together representatives of nine countries in Asia that do not yet have a NHRI namely Bangladesh, Cambodia, China, Japan, Lao People’s Democratic Republic, Myanmar, Pakistan, Singapore and Viet Nam. The Concluding Statement adopted by the participants stressed the importance of taking necessary measures in order to establish a NHRI that is in compliance with the Paris Principles. 
OHCHR is following up on this commitment by Governments towards the establishment of NHRIs, in cooperation with UN and non-UN partners. For example, OHCHR is currently working for the establishment of a NHRI in Papua New Guinea, Cambodia, Palau, Bangladesh and Pakistan, to mention just a few.  In this connection, we are also considering, in cooperation with the APF, the organization of a workshop specifically for the Pacific Islands where the concrete experience of relevant NHRIs from within the Asia Pacific region, e.g. the Maldives, could be shared in depth and could encourage the establishment of independent NHRIs. 
In addition to supporting the establishment of NHRIs, OHCHR is committed to continuing to strengthen existing NHRIs. Thus, at the end of 2007, OHCHR joined a UNDP-led needs assessment mission with the Raoul Wallenberg Institute and the APF for the support and strengthening of the Indonesian national human rights institution, Komnas Ham. The mission is designed to lead to a coordinated international action in support of this institution, aiming at strengthening its capacity and the effectiveness in delivering its mandate.  
Another example is a project formulation mission to Nepal in March this year to support the NHRC over the next three years. The future project will include a focus on: enhancing accessibility of the NHRC; assisting the NHRC in meeting its obligations with regard to the promotion and protection of human rights; enhancing the capacity of the NHRC to develop effective cooperation and coordination with other relevant stakeholders, supporting staff capacity development; and supporting NHRC interaction with international human rights mechanisms.  It is undertaken in close cooperation with UNDP as well as OHCHR Nepal, which will make its main priority for the coming years to support the Commission in its vital work.
Establishing and strengthening national human rights institutions in full compliance with the Paris Principles will be most successful when done in collaboration with regional partners, be they national governments, NHRIs in the region or regional coordinating bodies of NHRIs.  The APF, in particular, is working hand in hand with OHCHR, in Bangladesh, Pakistan, the Maldives or Sri Lanka, and this means discussing openly our plans before moving on to joint implementation of  activities.   Another important partner is UNDP, with whom OHCHR is currently expanding its cooperation for the establishment and strengthening of NHRIs. 
Another significant development I would like to point out is the improvement introduced in the accreditation process by the ICC in April this year and which will enable a more rigorous review of NHRIs’ compliance with the Paris Principles, not only in legal terms but also – most importantly - in terms of the NHRI’s effectiveness in practice.  The process will now also benefit from the input of national stakeholders and will become more transparent, with the possibility for NHRIs to appeal thus ensuring due process. The resulting accreditation recommendations have become more focused, time bound and action oriented, making it possible for NHRIs and other stakeholders to achieve their implementation; thus facilitating compliance with the Paris Principles.  It has also been very encouraging to see that regional coordinating bodies such as the APF are working in close cooperation with OHCHR to promote the implementation of recommendations coming out of the ICC accreditation process.
Since the last APF meeting, the ICC has accorded “A status” to the Provedoria of Timor Leste, while the NHRC of the Maldives received “B status”. I would stress that an ICC decision to accord B status to a NHRI should be seen as a temporary measure and should encourage NHRIs to develop and strengthen their institution with the support of national authorities and other relevant partners, including the APF and the United Nations.  I should like to point out that the accreditation process has also been enriched by newly developed General Observations, which serve as additional tools for interpretation of and guidance on the Paris Principles. Specifically, I would highlight one of these General Observations, which stresses the importance for NHRIs to engage with the international human rights system, in particular the Human Rights Council and its mechanisms (Special Procedures Mandate Holders) and the United Nations Human Rights Treaty Bodies. This means generally NHRIs providing input to and participating in these  mechanisms; and following up at the national level the recommendations stemming from the international human rights system. OHCHR counts on NHRIs to ensure follow up action at the country level to recommendations resulting from the UN system and to proactively advocate for relevant necessary changes in legislation and practice, to ensure they are consistent with international human rights norms.
The Paris Principles give NHRIs a solid mandate to participate in the United Nations system, and the adoption of the above-mentioned General Observation further underlines the importance of NHRIs engagement internationally. Thus interaction with the UN human rights system should now be a priority for NHRIs. Indeed, it must be also addressed in the statement of compliance submitted to the ICC when applying for accreditation or re-accreditation.  While to date NHRIs’ interaction with the human rights system, especially actual attendance of sessions, remains quite low, the appointment of an ICC Geneva Representative has created an important mechanism for NHRIs voices to be heard more consistently in the international arena. Greater involvement of NHRIs in Treaty Body sessions and in the Human Rights Council – especially its UPR – can be therefore anticipated.  It is encouraging to see that this year APF 13 includes dedicated sessions on the UPR process. 
Another area where OHCHR is encouraging greater NHRI engagement at the international level is through our fellowship programme and I am pleased to report that the programme, which started earlier this year, currently, benefits from one fellow from the Commission of the Republic of Korea and one from the Australian Commission. Not only does this program allow NHRIs staff to obtain a thorough knowledge of OHCHR work in the area of NHRIs and of the international human rights system, but OHCHR also stands to gain from the perspective and expertise that the fellows bring with them.
Ladies and gentlemen,
At the regional level, OHCHR welcomes recent initiatives to institutionalize cooperation on human rights. With respect to the debate on the implementation of the ASEAN Charter, OHCHR appreciates the efforts being made by the NHRIs of Indonesia, Malaysia, the Philippines and Thailand in support of an ASEAN human rights body. I would like to reiterate OHCHR’s readiness to support this process, including by sharing comparative experience with regional mechanisms in other parts of the world.  OHCHR also welcomes the steps taken by the four ASEAN National Human Rights Institutions to develop their own dialogue and framework for cooperation on common regional concerns. 

Cooperation at the international and regional level is crucial on thematic issues of common concern. OHCHR is encouraged by the attention that several NHRIs as well as the APF are giving to the link between business and human rights. NHRIs and Business was discussed also at the ICC 20th meeting in April 2008 and consultations held in Rabat, in Nairobi, in Copenhagen, as well as by the Advisory Council of Jurists of the APF at this meeting.  In order to support these various initiatives, OHCHR would propose considering NHRIs and business as a possible theme for the next international ICC conference in 2010.
In conclusion, I wish to pay tribute to the APF for its hard work and dedication in support of NHRIs and reiterate how important your activities are not only within this vast and complex region, but as a model for regional coordinating bodies of NHRIs throughout the world. 
Finally, the Acting High Commissioner for Human Rights Ms, Kyung-wha Kang asked me to convey to you her warmest regards and wishes of a most successful and productive meeting.       
Thank you. 
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