Compliance with the Paris Principles

Principle 4: Pluralism
The following information is taken from the UNDP-OHCHR Toolkit for collaboration with National Human Rights Institutions (published December 2010 by the United Nations Development Programme and the Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights).
Background

In 1991, the UN Centre for Human Rights (today’s OHCHR) convened a conference of national human rights institutions to define common attributes that all new or existing NHRIs should possess. Because the meeting was held in Paris, the resulting standards came to be known as the “Paris Principles”. 

The Paris Principles have become part of the human rights lexicon: the Vienna Declaration, for example, qualified any mention of national institutions with the phrase “established in conformity with the Paris Principles”. The Principles were approved by a UN General Assembly resolution in 1993 and today are broadly accepted as the international standard or test of an institution’s independence and effectiveness. 

Understanding the requirements of the Paris Principles takes some effort, since they are vague at times and can often be fully appreciated only with reference to ‘best practice’ or at least ‘good practice’. The following discussion identifies each standard, and outlines the requirements as expressed in the Principles on how those requirements may be satisfied. A checklist to assess the degree to which a proposed or existing NHRI meets the standard being discussed is provided.

Key features

The Paris Principles set out standards that all national human rights institutions should meet, as well as a few additional principles that apply only to institutions with “quasi-jurisdictional” competence. These additional Principles are optional, even for institutions with such competence. Since these are not part of the ‘minimum standards’ that all institutions must meet, they are not dealt with in any detail here.

The Paris Principles are minimum conditions that must be met for a NHRI to be considered credible by its peer institutions and within the UN system. Under the Paris Principles, NHRIs are required to:

· Protect human rights, including by receiving, investigating and resolving complaints, mediating conflicts and monitoring activities; and

· Promote human rights, through education, outreach, media, publications, training and capacity building activities, as well as by advising and assisting governments.

The Paris Principles set out what a fully functioning NHRI is and identify six main criteria that these institutions should meet to be successful:

· A broad mandate, based on universal human rights standards;

· Autonomy from government;

· Independence guaranteed by statute or constitution;

· Pluralism including through membership and/or effective cooperation;

· Adequate resources; and

· Adequate powers of investigation.
Principle 4: Pluralism
The ultimate purpose of pluralism is to ensure that the NHRI can establish ‘effective cooperation’ with other parts of government and society. Pluralism and diversity are important: they enhance an institution’s independence, credibility and effectiveness; they increase the likelihood of cooperation and collaboration with other stakeholders, and they demonstrate that the institution itself takes equality seriously.

One easy and effective way of doing this is to ensure diversity in the institution’s membership, i.e. through diversity in its Commissioners or senior office holders. Where this is not possible, institutions can achieve pluralism through the use of advisory councils and other bodies that ensure broad-based input into their operations. In all cases, though, every effort should be made to support diversity in the institution itself so that management and staff reflect the diversity of a given society. 

The Paris Principles require that “the composition of the national institution and the appointment of its members … be established according to a procedure which affords all necessary guarantees to ensure … pluralist representation” of representatives of all social forces engaged in promoting and protecting human rights. While the list of social forces or social actors set forward in the Principles also include Government, the Principles also make it clear that any Government official who is a member may only act in an advisory capacity so as to remove any suggestion that the institution is not completely independent. 

It is not necessary and may not be feasible in countries with highly diverse populations to have each sector of society represented. However, the NHRI’s, overall structure and, in particular, the composition of its members, should facilitate cooperation and interaction with society as whole, and especially for vulnerable groups. 

While this section focuses largely on pluralism in membership, it should be remembered that pluralism can also be reflected in the work of the NHRI, for example: choice of trainers and participants for workshops, etc. and the thematic areas chosen for focus in research projects, seminars and in public education materials. 

Appointed members: The ICC Sub-Committee notes the critical importance of the selection and appointment process of the governing body in ensuring the pluralism and independence of the NHRI. In particular, the Sub-Committee emphasises the following factors: 

a) A transparent process 

b) Broad consultation throughout the selection and appointment process 

c) Advertising vacancies broadly 

d) Maximizing the number of potential candidates from a wide range of societal groups 

e) Selecting members to serve in their own individual capacity rather than on behalf of the organisation they represent.1
While plurality is best demonstrated when an institution’s membership visibly reflects the social forces at play in the State, this does not mean that all groups must be rep​resented at any one time, but it should mean that, over time, groups feel that they are included. There are some basic factors that should be present as a matter of course: 

· Plurality is easiest to achieve if an institution has a number of members; 

· Institutions that have only one head or senior member, or very few members, can achieve plurality through the use of advisory councils or an equivalent mechanism; 

· Women are always represented within the member​ship of an institution, including in senior positions; 

· Where the structure of the organisation provides for only one member, consideration should be given to appointing women on an alternating basis; and 

· In all circumstances, NHRI should collaborate and cooperate with other stakeholders, and doing so is itself a test of commitment to pluralism. 

Staff: Plurality and diversity will be enhanced if staff composition also reflects societal realities. This means that diversity is reflected across all parts of the organization and all levels of seniority. 

Such pluralism can serve to enhance and strengthen the visibility of an institution’s commitment to full participation, as well as positively influence programme credibility and effectiveness.

CHECKLIST: PLURALISM 2
	PRINCIPLE
	REQUIREMENTS
	YES
	NO

	PLURALISM 
(Membership and staff composition)
	Member Composition demonstrates pluralism 
(High to Lower)
	
	

	
	· Includes representatives of most social forces including NGOs, trade unions or professional associations
	
	

	
	· Includes representatives of most vulnerable groups (ethnic, religious minorities, persons with disabilities, etc.)
	
	

	
	· Single member, with representative consultative boards or committees, or similar structural mechanisms to facilitate and ensure pluralistic engagement
	
	

	
	· Single member
	
	

	
	Member composition demonstrates gender balance
	
	

	
	Staff composition is broadly representative and gender balanced
	
	

	PLURALISM 
(Consultation and cooperation)
	The institution consults with other bodies responsible for promoting and protecting human rights
	
	

	
	The institution consults with NGOs working in human rights or related fields
	
	

	
	The institution carries out joint programming with NGOs working in human rights or related fields especially in awareness raising and education
	
	


1. ICC Sub-Committee on Accreditation General Observations (Geneva, June 2009).
2. Note that text in italics are derived from, but not given in, the Paris Principles.
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