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Distinguished Forum Councillors, 
Ladies and gentlemen,

It is a great pleasure for me to address the 14th Annual Meeting of the Asia Pacific Forum of NHRIs. On behalf of the Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR), I would like to extend our great appreciation to the organizers; the APF, with whom OHCHR has an on-going rich partnership; and the outstanding host of this Conference, the National Centre for Human Rights of Jordan (NCHRJ). I would like to congratulate the Centre, which in a few years has become a full member of the international NHRI family and now also the Chair of the APF.

In particular, OHCHR commends the conference organizers on this year’s thematic focus; the human rights implications of religious belief and of corruption. As the discussions on these thematic areas will no doubt highlight, NHRIs play a central role in translating international norms and standards into consistent laws and practices at the national level.
Ladies and gentlemen,

The establishment and strengthening of NHRIs in compliance with the Paris Principles is one of the priorities of the Asia-Pacific Regional Framework, which OHCHR supports, and a core commitment of our Office to ensure national ownership in the promotion and protection of human rights.
In practice, OHCHR adopts a multi-pronged approach to achieve this aim. This approach combines assistance in the establishment and strengthening of NHRIs in compliance with the Paris Principles; facilitation of NHRIs’ interaction with the international human rights system; and development of partnerships, especially with our field offices, UN agencies and programs on the ground, the International Coordinating Committee of NHRIs (ICC), regional organizations as well as regional coordinating bodies of NHRIs, such as the APF.

Since the last Annual Meeting of the APF in Kuala Lumpur, OHCHR has increased and sharpened its work in connection with NHRIs in region. As an example, the regional workshop on the establishment of national human rights mechanisms for Pacific Island States that OHCHR and APF co-organised in Samoa in April 2009, has brought a number of Pacific Small Island States, which have not yet established a NHRI, to discuss the viability of the Paris Principles in the Pacific and to agree on the importance of taking necessary measures to establish Paris Principles compliant institutions. OHCHR is committed, together with APF and other actors, to assist Pacific Island States towards this important goal.

At the national level, OHCHR has increased its efforts, in particular through its field presences, to systematise its partnership with NHRIs to support them in fulfilling their mandate effectively. For example, the “Guidelines for Cooperation” that OHCHR has signed with the NHRC of Nepal will help strengthen their respective roles and partnership. To further substantiate this partnership, OHCHR and the NHRC of Nepal have recently signed a multi-year cooperation project, together with UNDP, and a 10 month initiative in the context of the rights of detainees. In its effort in connection with the 60th anniversary of the UDHR to support NHRIs in refocusing their work on core protection issues, which is the most important element to determine their credibility nationally, OHCHR has supported NHRIs, including several APF members, to undertake activities in the area of the protection of the rights of detainees.
At the international level, OHCHR has increased its support to the ICC, under the effective leadership of Ms. Jennifer Lynch, through years of work that brought the organization to further consolidate itself, after the incorporation under Swiss law last year. The March 2009 ICC Annual Meeting has demonstrated a more solid and productive coexistence amongst all the geographic and institutional components of the ICC's rich platform. I would like to take this opportunity to express OHCHR's deep appreciation to Ms Lynch for her strong leadership. Also, I would like to express our profound gratitude and appreciation to Professor Ahn for his past able leadership of the NHRC of Korea, and for his role as Vice-Chair of the ICC.
As Secretariat of the Sub-Committee on Accreditation of the International Coordinating Committee of NHRIs (ICC), OHCHR has supported it to progressively increase the rigour, transparency and fairness of the process. Today, the process is more known by a large number of stakeholders, who follow and contribute to it, and owned by NHRIs. I would like to take this opportunity to acknowledge the important role played by the NGOs from the Asia-Pacific region for their exemplary advocacy for and commitment to making NHRIs throughout the region stronger and more effective. In the future, our assistance to the ICC accreditation process will be strengthened, not only to ensure the smooth and transparent conduct of affairs by its Sub-committee, but also to ensure that NHRIs feel part of the process and feel motivated to adhere to the Sub-Committee's recommendations. We trust this will be possible, also thanks to the close involvement of regional coordinating groups such as the APF. In this context, we welcome the Forum Councillors' decision to suspend the separate APF accreditation process, which will bring greater consistency and strength to the ICC accreditation process.

The OHCHR has also increased its focus on strengthening interaction between NHRIs and the regional and international human rights systems. By playing, a liaison role between NHRIs and the UN mechanisms, OHCHR has helped increase NHRI participation in the work of the Human Rights Council, Treaty Bodies and Special Procedures. The Asia Pacific region has generally shown commendable levels of engagement internationally. In particular, I would like to congratulate the New Zealand Human Rights Commission on effectively coordinating NHRI action at the Durban Review Conference this year.
Ladies and gentlemen,

All this is very positive. Yet, the way ahead is still steep. The NHRI Survey just finalized by OHCHR shows that all over the world, including in the Asia Pacific region, NHRIs face significant challenges in ensuring their independence and effectiveness (and thus their compliance with the Paris Principles) and need much support from the UN as well as the international community. In addition, lack of political support; government influence in the appointment of NHRI members, in its activities or in its resource allocation; ineffective cooperation with national actors such as human rights defenders, NGOs and civil society organizations; and limited interaction with the international human rights system, are amongst the hindering factors to NHRIs' effectiveness. A weak legal framework and a narrow mandate can inhibit action on core protection issues such as the prevention of torture, arbitrary detention, summary executions, and the protection of human rights defenders or the most vulnerable groups such as minorities and migrant workers, which weakens the credibility of the NHRI. OHCHR acknowledges the enormous challenges faced by NHRIs, often confronted with poor cooperation and follow up by state authorities. Nevertheless OHCHR encourages NHRIs to use at best their privileged position of acting as a ‘bridge’ both within society, by linking several sectors such as authorities, state entities, and especially civil society, and beyond society, as a link with the international human rights system, to strengthen their voice.
OHCHR will continue to assist NHRIs in engaging with the international human rights system and make their valuable expertise available to UN Treaty Bodies and Special Rapporteurs; and to integrate international engagement into all of their core work, including through training and joint activities. An important development that I would like to flag up is the recent appointment, within OHCHR, of a focal point on regional human rights mechanisms, whose mandate includes, inter alia, support to emerging mechanisms such as the ASEAN human rights mechanism and action within the Asia-Pacific Regional Framework for the Protection and Promotion of Human Rights. Recognizing the mutually-reinforcing relationship between regional human rights mechanisms and NHRIs, OHCHR will work with and through NHRIs to ensure cooperation and complementarily with regional human rights mechanisms in terms of information-sharing, communications in relation to cases of alleged human rights violations, country visits, human rights advocacy, and in monitoring follow up to recommendations and decisions. In doing this, OHCHR will seek close partnership with the ASEAN 4, which has strongly advocated the setting up of an effective regional human rights mechanism.

Ladies and gentlemen,

We strongly believe that NHRIs play a major role in building up national and regional structures for the promotion and protection of human rights, and are best placed to assist governments in fulfilling their international human rights obligations, namely in implementing recommendations of treaty bodies, special procedures and the UPR process. The so-called “Three-Pillars Strategy” (treaty bodies, special procedures and the UPR process) that OHCHR has launched in South-East Asia focuses on the implementation of recommendations emanating from the international human rights system as a crucial human rights-based approach strategy, which could represent an entry point for NHRIs and their partners – including, government officials, UN agencies, international organisations, and national and international NGOs – to build up solid human rights infrastructures. The implementation of these recommendations should help NHRIs, in cooperation with other actors, not only to address human rights thematic priorities such as impunity, discrimination, poverty, sexual exploitation of women and children, and human trafficking in their respective countries, but also to ensure that a cooperative mechanism based on an interactive dialogue, with the full involvement of all relevant stakeholders, is in place. The process of the implementation of these three pillars will also provide a critical mechanism to bring about legislative, policy and programmatic change, and transparency at the national level as well as building and strengthening national human rights protection systems, including in the administration of justice, legislative reform and civil society.

We urge NHRIs as our allies to encourage governments in the ratification of outstanding international human rights instruments, the removal of reservations, the submissions of due reports to treaty bodies and the issuance of standing invitations to special procedures mandate holders.

On behalf of OHCHR, I wish to pay tribute to the APF for its hard work and dedication in support of NHRIs to achieve this and to wish the Jordan NCHR all the best in its endeavours as new APF chair.

I wish you fruitful and productive discussions. 
Thank you.
