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Madam Chairperson,

Colleagues,

I am Dr. Muhyieddeen Touq from the Jordanian National Centre for Human Rights and  I am speaking on behalf of the Asia Pacific Forum, the regional coordinating committee for the Asia Pacific.

At the outset it must be said that members from my region were somewhat challenged by this agenda item.  
As many, if not all of you know, there is no human rights mechanism for the region as a whole.  
However, recent developments at the sub-regional level, in both South East Asia and the Pacific, will be of interest to national institutions gathered here today. 

A significant political initiative by ASEAN governments to address sub-regional human rights issues occurred in October 2009. The ten-member states of ASEAN, consisting of Brunei, Cambodia, Indonesia, Laos, Malaysia, Myanmar, the Philippines, Singapore, Thailand and Vietnam, agreed to form an ASEAN Intergovernmental Commission on Human Rights (the Commission) based on certain Terms of Reference.  

The terms of reference state that the Commission shall, amongst other things:

· “promote and protect the human rights and fundamental freedoms of the peoples of ASEAN”, (ToR 1.1); and

· “uphold the international standards prescribed by the Universal Declaration, the Vienna Declaration and Programme of Action and the international human rights instruments to which ASEAN member states are parties”, (ToR 1.6).

In addition, the Terms of Reference provide that the Commission shall be responsible for:

· developing an ASEAN Human Rights Declaration (ToR 4.2); 

· enhancing awareness of human rights among the peoples of ASEAN (ToR 4.3);  and,

· promoting accession to, and the capacity to effectively implement, international human rights treaties (ToR 4.4 and 4.5).

· consultations with appropriate national, regional and international institutions concerned with human rights (ToR 4.9). This provision, we note, opens an avenue for interaction between the AICHR and our APF.

The chief criticism of the Terms of Reference, which was also shared by the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights in her public response, is the lack of a protection mandate for AICHR.  

Restrictions on the way in which the Commission is to undertake its functions also give rise to some concerns.  For example:

· the Commission is to promote human rights “within the regional context, bearing in mind national and regional particularities and mutual respect for historical, cultural and religious backgrounds and taking into account the balance between right and responsibilities”, (ToR 1.4), and 

· the Commission is to be guided by the principles enumerated in the ASEAN Charter, which includes “non-interference in the internal affairs of ASEAN member states”, (ToR 2.1.b). 

Nevertheless, the AICHR is a permanent  establishment which holds the potential to greatly advance the development of human rights in the South East Asian region.  

I note that only 4 amongst the 10-ASEAN states have established NHRIs, all four are members of our Asia Pacific Forum, and all are accredited ‘A’ status.  

In the sub-region, the four NHRIs are exclusively united under the South-east Asia NHRIs Forum (SEANF). 
Being a grouping within the family of ASEAN states, SEANF commands greater attention within the region. 

From the outset, these members have sought to engage in and influence the process for the development of the Commission through:

· participation in consultations with ASEAN, national governments and civil society at both the regional and national level;

· partnering with the “Regional Working Group For An ASEAN Human Rights Mechanism’ the pre-eminent NGO working on this initiative; and 

· engaging with the High Level Panel charged with drafting the Commission’s Terms of Reference and submitting position papers on the same.

Their constructive engagement, both individually and in cooperation have contributed to the awareness of ASEAN governments to the aspirations of the ASEAN peoples and the international standards relevant to the creation of the Commission.   The SEANF will continue to engage with the new Commission as it establishes its working procedures and priorities, and will be a promontory of APF functions in South-east Asia. 

[The Pacific]

Moving east from Asia to the Pacific, the Asia Pacific Forum is working with a number of Pacific Island States to establish national human rights mechanisms that comply with the Paris Principles.

To this end, in partnership the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR), and with the cooperation and support of the Government of Samoa and the Pacific Islands Forum (PIF) Secretariat, the Asia Pacific Forum held a Regional Workshop on the Establishment of National Human Rights Mechanisms in the Pacific in Samoa last year. 

The States of Nauru, Niue, Palau, Republic of the Marshall Islands, Samoa, Solomon Islands, and Vanuatu were represented at the Workshop, along with representatives from non-government and civil society organisations, donor agencies, and United Nations (UN) agencies, while representatives from 5 existing national institutions in the region, together with other experts, led discussion and spoke to their national experiences.
The Workshop sought to strengthen the capacity of Pacific Islands States to establish Paris Principles-complaint NHRIs, placing particular emphasis on the practical aspects associated with establishing NHRIs in the Pacific context.  This included consideration of their legal, political and cultural particularities, while taking account of the availability of financial and human resources.  

The Workshop culminated in the consensus adoption of an outcome statement entitled the Samoa Declaration, which recognised the importance of establishing Paris Principles compliant NHRIs, and their key role in strengthening human rights promotion and protection in the Pacific.

In response to the workshop, the Asia Pacific Forum received informal requests for technical assistance towards the establishment of an NHRI from Nauru and Palau, while a third State is in the initial stages of policy development. 

In November 2009, at the invitation of the Government of Nauru, the Asia Pacific Forum, in partnership with the Australian Human Rights Commission and OHCHR, undertook a scoping mission to Nauru to explore the establishment of a national human rights mechanism. The mission involved consultations with a broad range of Governmental and civil society representatives and the resultant report provides options on the types of national mechanisms that may be appropriate to Nauru.

There are also positive signals from Samoa, with the Government referring the establishment of a national institution to a governmental committee for further consideration. 

In addition to the sub-regional and national developments outlined above, a significant number of States across the Asia Pacific region are in the process of establishing national institutions.  These include:

· Bangladesh, which recently passed legislation and has established a National Institution;

· Bahrain, which has issued a Royal Order for the establishment of a national institution;

· Pakistan, which has legislation currently before its Parliament;

· Papua New Guinea, which has drafted legislation to be tabled in Parliament this year; and
· Vanuatu, which is considering, and has requested technical assistance towards, the establishment of a National Institution.
· In 2008 Oman announced the establishment of a national independent institution for human rights, and the members were only appointed earlier this year.

Before concluding I would like to inform you that Arab NHRIs are playing a significant role in the Arab-European Human Rights Dialogue. JNCHR is a member of the AEHRD Secretariat along with the Danish Institute for Human Rights and the National Consultative Council for Human Rights in Morocco. Qatar NHRI generously hosted a couple of weeks ago the fifth high level meeting on Women’s Rights. Recommendations of the meeting are being finalized and will be published on the Dialogue website www.aehrd.info soon. Qatar NHRI has also offered, providing adequate funding, to cover the activities of a working group on women’s rights which was one of the meeting’s outcomes.
APF Chair (JNCHR), along with other NHRIs from the region, participated in the 54th session of the CSW held in New York 1-12 March, 2010. During the informal working breakfast held in conjunction with the said session at the Australian Embassy in NY, participants representing governments and NHRIs discussed a number of suggestions to enhance and coordinate NHRIs participation and standing position in CSW’s sessions. 

Thank you for the opportunity to report on developments in the Asia Pacific region. 

My colleagues and I will do our best to respond to any questions you may have.
