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INTRODUCTION

Over the last 15 years, the National Human Rights Commission of India has endeavoured to give a positive meaning and content to the objectives set out in the Protection of Human Rights Act, 1993. During this period, the Commission has also worked vigorously to create awareness about human rights and to sensitize public authorities for promoting and protecting human rights of the people.
One of the important functions of NHRC, India is to inquire into individual complaints of human rights violations. In spite of the fact that the number of such complaints has increased manifold since its inception, reaching a level of around 90,000 complaints per annum, the Commission made special efforts to ensure that its disposal kept pace with the intake of complaints. Based on merit of a case, the Commission also makes recommendations for monetary relief or an action against errant public servants.
Economic, Social and Cultural Rights

Some of the important initiatives taken by the Commission for the realization of economic, social and cultural rights are as follows:

Right to Health

Availability and access to health services, especially in remote and rural areas, has been a major area of concern to the Commission. One of the major impediments is availability of doctors and trained manpower in such areas. To improve the availability of doctors in remote parts of the country, the Commission recommended one year compulsory attachment of MBBS students in rural areas after completion of their course and before registration. The Government has accepted the recommendation.

The Commission has also taken up some other health related issues eg. rights of persons affected by HIV/AIDS and mental illness, unsafe drugs and medical devices, silicosis etc. Two Core Groups comprising representatives of the Commission, Government functionary/expert and representatives of some NGOs on health and mental health issues have also been set up to assist the Commission. Commission's proactive monitoring of mental hospitals has yielded good results in improving conditions in these hospitals. It has also published two books entitled “Quality Assurance in Mental Health” and “Mental Health Care and Human Rights”.
Right to Education

Free and compulsory education for children from 6 to 14 years of age has been made a Fundamental Right in the Constitution of India. However, due to various reasons including absence of a comprehensive legislation, the implementation of this right is yet to be achieved in full measure. The Commission organized a National Seminar on “Right to Education” in New Delhi on 11 -12 September, 2008. Eminent persons in the field of education besides representatives of State Human Rights Commissions, Central and State Governments and NGOs, amongst others, attended. The proposed “Right to Education Bill” was also discussed in the Seminar. Based on the discussions in Seminar, the Commission has made detailed recommendations.

Persons with Disabilities

The then Special Rapporteur of the Commission, Mrs. Anuradha Mohit represented all NHRIs in the UN Adhoc Committee for the drafting of the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD). Upon the adoption of that Convention by the UN General Assembly, the Commission advocated for early ratification of CRPD with the Government of India, which has since been done in 2007. As a follow up action, the Commission has constituted a Core Advisory Group on Disability to advise the Commission on matters connected with and incidental to the promotion, protection and monitoring of rights of persons with disabilities. The Commission organized five regional workshops during 2008-2009 in different parts of the country to assess the enforcement of rights of persons with disabilities with particular reference to their education, employment, access and services. A national level workshop is also planned to have a comprehensive discussion on the subject.

Rights of Displaced Persons

To discuss the human rights implications of displacement following conflicts, development projects and natural and manmade disasters, the Commission organized the National Conference on “Relief and Rehabilitation of Displaced Persons” on March 24-25, 2008 at New Delhi. All key stakeholders, including Chairperson/Members of State Human Rights Commissions, government officials of both the Central and State governments, officials of the National Disaster Management Authority, UN agencies and NGOs participated in this conference. The participants deliberated on various human rights issues related to displacement and made several recommendations on land acquisition and relief and rehabilitation of displaced persons from human rights perspective. The Commission considered the suggestions made during the Conference along with the inputs of NGOs and made its recommendations. These recommendations were sent to the Ministry of Rural Development, Ministry of Home Affairs, National Disaster Management authority, Department related Parliamentary Standing Committee on Rural development and all States / Union Territories. These have been published for wider dissemination.

Human Trafficking

The National Human Rights Commission of India has been working towards prevention and combating of human trafficking. Special attention is being given to the plight of women and children being exposed to such a heinous crime. At the request of the UNHCHR as well as recommendation of the APF of NHRIs, the NHRC, India nominated one of its members as a focal point on Human Rights of women, including human trafficking. The Commission in collaboration with the National Commission for Women has assisted the Ministry of Women and Child Development in the Government of India in formulating an Integrated Plan of Action to prevent and combat trafficking with special focus on women and children.
Civil & Political Rights

Besides evolving stringent reporting system and guidelines, the Commission continued to monitor custodial deaths and rapes, deaths in alleged fake, encounters etc. It also monitors conditions in prisons with special attention on over-crowding in prisons, medical treatment of prisoners, sensitization of prison staff etc. The Commission has always stressed on the need for systemic reforms in the Police and Prisons.
Human Rights Education

The Commission is following a three-pronged approach with regard to the spreading of human rights education. General awareness is sought to be secured through school and college education system. For public functionaries, it could be through induction stage and in-service training programmes. Apart from this, thematic programmes for training and awareness are also organized. On human rights education in schools and colleges, the Commission earlier published two modules (i) Module on Human Rights Education for Teaching Professionals Imparting Education in Primary, Secondary, Higher Secondary Levels and (ii) Human Rights Education at the University and College Levels. While some progress has been achieved at the College and University level, the Commission strongly feels that children must be taught about human rights from school stage. On the 20th March, 2009 the Commission organized a national conference in New Delhi on “Human Rights Education at School Level” to sensitize the stakeholders in this regard. The conference brought together jurists, educationists, representatives of academic bodies and NGOs with Members and officers of the NHRC and State Human Rights Commissions. It was divided into three technical sessions, on ‘Human Rights Education at School Level: Policies and Perspectives’, ‘Present Status in Respect of Curricula’ and ‘Textbooks and Plan of Action for Central/State Governments/Education Boards’.
Human Rights Training and spreading of awareness

The Commission has selected 28 districts in the country, one in each State, for direct interaction with their field level functionaries with a view to spread human rights awareness at cutting edge level in the administration and also to facilitate better assessment of enforcement of various measures related to human rights. In this effort, the special attention is being paid, among others, on (i) food security, (ii) right to education, (iii) right to health, (iv) custodial justice, (v) human rights issues of Scheduled Castes (SCs) and Scheduled Tribes (STs). Under this programme, the Chairperson, Members and senior officers of our Commission have so far visited nine Districts in different States since July, 2008 and had detailed discussions with district level functionaries, elected representatives in local bodies and NGOs on Human Rights issues.

The Commission extended financial support to 67 institutions in different parts of the country which conducted 121 training programmes since July, 2008 till date. The Commission also organized a month-long winter and summer internship programmes for students in New Delhi.
Activities organized as part of 60th Anniversary of UDHR

As a part of celebration of the 60th Anniversary of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, the Commission organized the following events:

· National Workshop on Detention on 11-12 October 2008 at New Delhi. Baroness Vivien Stern from the Penal Reforms International was the Chief Guest on the occasion. The deliberations and recommendations have been published in a book form.

· A debate competition among personnel of paramilitary forces in Hindi and English.

· An inter-college debate competition in New Delhi on 21st November 2008.

· An on-the-spot mass painting competition for children on the theme of "Dignity and Justice for all of us" in New Delhi on 16th November 2008.

· A Human Rights Race on 7 December, 2009, in New Delhi in which over 2000 senior secondary level children from 15 Delhi schools and eminent sports persons participated.

· Release of a commemorative postal stamp on UDHR on the Human Rights Day on 10th December 2008.

· Launch of online registration of complaints mechanism of the Commission on the Human Rights Day on 10th December 2008.

International Co-operation

During last one year a number of delegations from other countries visited NHRC, India and interacted with the Commission. These include Brazilian delegation led by Brazil's Minister of Human Rights, Mr. Paulo Vannuchi, a delegation from the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO), Swedish Parliament's Standing Committee on Foreign Relations and the UN Special Representative on Business and Human Rights, Prof. John G. Ruggie.

Conference of NHRIs of South Asian Countries

The National Human Rights Commission organized a two day Conference of National Human Rights Institutions of South Asian countries on 'Human rights awareness and national capacity building' in New Delhi from 16th-17th April 2009. The participating NHRIs adopted a resolution agreeing to:
· work towards national capacity building through sharing ofexperience, information and best practices on human rights;

· take steps to promote human rights awareness; and

· hold conferences of NHRIs at least once in two years in addition to exchanges of visits, training programmes and bilateral or regional cooperation between the NHRIs.
Visit of UN High Commissioner for Human Rights

The United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights Ms. Navanethem Pillay, while on a visit to India, met the Commission on 23d March, 2009. She interacted with the Chairperson, Members and senior officers. The Commission also organized a Conference of Chairpersons and Secretaries of State Human Rights Commissions, some selected public functionaries and NGOs concerned with Human Rights issues in New Delhi on that day. The UN High Commissioner for the Human Rights addressed that Conference and interacted with the participants. This provided an opportunity to all those who are associated with promotion and protection of Human Rights to have an interaction with the High Commissioner for Human Rights.

Conclusion

In the earlier paragraphs, some of the initiatives taken by the Commission as well as achievements have been outlined. Right to health, right to education, rights of women, children, persons with disabilities, displaced persons, detainees, human rights education and training and spreading of awareness are, among others, some important challenges in a country of the size and complexity of India with over one billion population. The Commission's role is that of a catalyst and a facilitator in securing good and humane governance. The Commission is firmly committed to the promotion and protection of human rights. Towards this end it will work closely with other National Institutions at the regional and international level.
