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Treaty Bodies and International Human Rights Mechanisms 

Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR) 

The Office of the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR) is a central component of the United 

Nations system dedicated to promoting and protecting human rights globally. Established in 1993, the OHCHR's role 

is to advance human rights for all people regardless of race, gender, religion, or background. The office works to 

create a world where human dignity is respected, human rights are universally upheld, and injustice is prevented. 

The OHCHR operates in a complex environment, addressing urgent human rights issues worldwide, and providing 

support and guidance to states, individuals, and civil society. 

1. Mission and Mandate 

The OHCHR’s mission is defined by the UN General Assembly and the Human Rights Council, and its core 

functions include: 

• Promotion of Human Rights: The OHCHR works globally to raise awareness about human rights issues 

and support efforts to strengthen human rights education and the rule of law. 

• Protection of Human Rights: The OHCHR helps protect individuals from human rights violations, ensuring 

that their rights are respected and that they have access to remedies when their rights are violated. 

• Monitoring Compliance: The OHCHR is responsible for monitoring the implementation of human rights 

standards by governments and other state actors. It ensures compliance with international human rights 

treaties, conventions, and norms. 

• Capacity Building: It provides technical assistance to governments, civil society organizations, and UN 

bodies to build their capacity to respect, protect, and fulfill human rights obligations. 

• Addressing Violations: The OHCHR advocates for the rights of individuals or groups whose rights have 

been violated, including through advocacy, reporting, and legal action. 

2. Key Functions of the OHCHR 

1. Providing Guidance on Human Rights Standards: 

o The OHCHR provides practical guidance to governments on how to implement human rights 

standards in national laws, policies, and practices. This includes translating international human rights 



 

 

norms (e.g., the Universal Declaration of Human Rights or International Covenants) into 

effective national legal systems. 

o It also offers support to states in creating or reforming national institutions to protect and promote 

human rights, such as independent human rights commissions or ombudsman offices. 

2. Monitoring State Compliance with International Human Rights Obligations: 

o The OHCHR monitors the human rights records of countries, working with human rights treaty bodies 

(such as the Human Rights Committee and CESCR) to ensure states are fulfilling their obligations 

under international law. 

o It engages in the Universal Periodic Review (UPR), which assesses the human rights performance 

of all UN member states. Through this process, the OHCHR tracks progress, identifies gaps, and 

provides recommendations on improving human rights standards. 

3. Providing Assistance to UN Bodies and Regional Mechanisms: 

o The OHCHR collaborates with other UN bodies, including the UN Human Rights Council, Security 

Council, and Economic and Social Council, to address urgent human rights issues and provide a 

coordinated response. 

o The OHCHR also works with regional human rights organizations such as the Inter-American 

Commission on Human Rights (IACHR), the African Commission on Human and Peoples’ 

Rights (ACHPR), and the European Court of Human Rights (ECtHR) to address specific human 

rights concerns in different parts of the world. 

o These collaborations often include joint initiatives aimed at preventing human rights abuses, such as 

the establishment of peacekeeping missions or providing technical assistance in areas like the rule of 

law. 

4. Supporting Human Rights Treaty Bodies: 

o The OHCHR supports the work of the UN human rights treaty bodies, which are committees of 

independent experts that monitor state compliance with the core international human rights treaties 

(such as the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights and the International Covenant 

on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights). These committees examine state reports, assess whether 

countries are meeting their obligations, and issue recommendations. 

o The OHCHR provides administrative and technical support to these committees, ensuring that the 

work is conducted effectively and that states adhere to international standards. 

5. Advocacy and Outreach: 

o The OHCHR plays a crucial role in advocating for human rights worldwide, highlighting issues such 

as torture, freedom of expression, discrimination, and refugee protection. 



 

 

o It uses a range of communication tools, including public statements, reports, press releases, and 

social media, to raise awareness about human rights violations and urge the international community 

to act. 

6. Supporting Human Rights Defenders and Civil Society: 

o Human rights defenders—individuals or groups who work to protect human rights—are often at risk 

of persecution, harassment, or violence. The OHCHR works to support and protect these defenders, 

offering them resources, visibility, and international solidarity. 

o It also works closely with civil society organizations (CSOs), non-governmental organizations 

(NGOs), and community groups that play a critical role in advocating for human rights and holding 

governments accountable for violations. 

7. Field Presences and Emergency Responses: 

o The OHCHR has field offices and specialized human rights teams in various parts of the world, 

particularly in regions facing severe human rights challenges. These offices help in crisis situations, 

such as armed conflicts or natural disasters, by providing immediate assistance to victims of human 

rights violations. 

o They often engage in activities such as monitoring human rights abuses, providing training and 

capacity-building, offering protection to vulnerable groups, and facilitating peace-building 

processes. 

3. Key Leadership and Organizational Structure 

The UN High Commissioner for Human Rights is the head of the OHCHR and serves as the UN’s principal human 

rights official. The High Commissioner is responsible for overseeing the work of the OHCHR, advocating for human 

rights within the UN system, and representing the UN in global human rights issues. 

• Deputy High Commissioner for Human Rights: The Deputy supports the High Commissioner in their 

duties, with specific focus on thematic issues and operational activities. 

• Human Rights Advisors: The OHCHR deploys experts to work in specific areas such as gender equality, 

the rights of minorities, the prevention of torture, or the rights of refugees, providing specialized advice to 

countries and organizations. 



 

 

4. Collaborations with Other UN and International Entities 

The OHCHR plays an integral role in the broader United Nations system by working in conjunction with other 

entities to ensure that human rights considerations are integrated into the work of all UN agencies. These 

collaborations extend to: 

• Peace and Security: Partnering with UN peacekeeping missions to prevent human rights abuses during 

conflicts and providing human rights training to peacekeepers. 

• Development: Collaborating with UNDP (United Nations Development Programme), UNICEF, and other 

development agencies to promote human rights in areas like education, health, and economic development. 

• Humanitarian Assistance: Coordinating with UNHCR (United Nations High Commissioner for 

Refugees) and WFP (World Food Programme) to protect and assist refugees, internally displaced persons, 

and other vulnerable populations. 

5. Key Contributions of the OHCHR 

• Human Rights Reporting: The OHCHR publishes comprehensive reports on the global human rights 

situation, highlighting areas where violations are prevalent, such as in conflict zones, authoritarian regimes, 

or in the context of discrimination. 

• Technical Assistance and Capacity Building: The OHCHR provides technical assistance to governments 

and civil society organizations to strengthen national human rights systems, including through training 

programs, institutional support, and public awareness campaigns. 

• Fact-Finding and Investigations: In cases of serious violations, such as genocide or crimes against 

humanity, the OHCHR often conducts investigations and supports international tribunals or truth 

commissions. 

Human Rights Council (HRC) 

The UN Human Rights Council (HRC) is an intergovernmental body within the United Nations system dedicated 

to promoting and protecting human rights around the globe. It was established in 2006 by the UN General Assembly 

and replaced the Commission on Human Rights. The HRC is composed of 47 member states that are elected by 

the General Assembly for a three-year term. The Council is tasked with addressing human rights violations, providing 

a forum for discussion on human rights issues, and setting global human rights standards. 



 

 

1. Mandate and Responsibilities 

The Human Rights Council (HRC) is responsible for the following key functions: 

A. Promoting and Protecting Human Rights Globally 

• The HRC plays a crucial role in monitoring and encouraging the protection of human rights across the world. 

It works to ensure that international human rights law is respected, implemented, and enforced by states and 

other actors. 

• It aims to prevent and address human rights violations, ranging from torture, genocide, and discrimination to 

violations in conflict zones and among marginalized groups. 

• The Council also promotes human rights education and awareness at the international, regional, and national 

levels. 

B. Addressing Human Rights Violations 

• The HRC is empowered to address specific human rights violations by adopting resolutions and issuing 

statements condemning abuses. These resolutions are aimed at pressuring governments to uphold 

international human rights standards and hold perpetrators accountable. 

• The Council can take action on a wide range of issues, from arbitrary detention and freedom of expression to 

women's rights, the rights of minorities, and the rights of refugees. 

C. Setting Global Human Rights Standards 

• The HRC plays a key role in setting and developing international human rights standards. It does this by 

drafting resolutions, adopting recommendations, and proposing frameworks that guide states in their efforts 

to protect human rights. 

• Through its work, the Council contributes to the creation of binding legal instruments (like treaties) and non-

binding guidelines that provide states with guidance on how to uphold human rights. 

• Additionally, it supports the work of international human rights treaty bodies (such as the Human Rights 

Committee and Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination) and the Office of the UN High 

Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR), providing them with a platform to discuss issues and share 

findings. 



 

 

D. Universal Periodic Review (UPR) 

• One of the most important functions of the HRC is the Universal Periodic Review (UPR), which is a process 

through which the human rights records of all 193 UN member states are reviewed every four years. 

• During the UPR, each state’s human rights performance is evaluated by other member states. This review is 

conducted through a peer-review process, where each country’s compliance with human rights standards is 

assessed, and recommendations are made to improve human rights practices. 

• The UPR process is based on a report submitted by the state under review, supplemented by information from 

UN human rights bodies, civil society organizations, and other stakeholders. 

• The goal is to ensure that all states uphold their human rights commitments and work towards better human 

rights practices, with concrete recommendations for improvement. 

E. Appointment of Special Rapporteurs and Experts 

• The HRC has the authority to appoint Special Rapporteurs and Independent Experts on various human 

rights issues. These independent experts are tasked with investigating specific human rights topics or 

situations and reporting their findings to the Council. 

• These experts can undertake fact-finding missions, conduct investigations into specific human rights 

violations, and provide recommendations on how to address issues like torture, freedom of expression, 

discrimination, and more. 

• The Special Rapporteurs and Experts work on thematic issues (e.g., freedom of religion, violence against 

women) and on country-specific human rights situations. 

• Their reports are presented at Council sessions, where member states discuss the findings and 

recommendations and may take action to address identified violations. 

F. Addressing Urgent Human Rights Situations 

• The HRC is also involved in responding to urgent human rights crises, such as conflicts, mass atrocities, 

or the persecution of specific groups. When such emergencies arise, the Council can hold special sessions to 

discuss the issue, issue resolutions, and mobilize international support for the protection of human rights. 

• It can also send human rights monitors or investigation teams to crisis zones to assess violations and 

document evidence. 



 

 

G. Collaborating with Other UN Bodies and Organizations 

• The HRC works closely with various UN entities such as the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights 

(OHCHR), UNICEF, UNHCR, and UNDP, as well as with non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and 

civil society organizations. 

• The HRC often holds consultations and works collaboratively with international organizations to strengthen 

global human rights efforts, improve national-level protections, and mobilize action on emerging human 

rights issues. 

2. Structure and Composition 

The Human Rights Council is composed of 47 member states, which are elected by the UN General Assembly 

for three-year terms. The membership is distributed geographically to ensure fair representation of the world's 

regions: 

• 13 members from African countries 

• 13 members from Asia-Pacific countries 

• 6 members from Eastern European countries 

• 8 members from Latin American and Caribbean countries 

• 7 members from Western European and other countries 

Each member state must be elected with a majority of votes from the General Assembly and can be re-elected for a 

maximum of two consecutive terms. The membership of the Council is based on the principles of equitable 

geographical distribution and ensuring a balanced representation of human rights issues across the world. 

The Council holds three regular sessions per year, during which member states meet to discuss ongoing human 

rights issues, receive reports from Special Rapporteurs, and adopt resolutions. Special sessions can also be called by 

a majority of members to address urgent or extraordinary human rights situations. 

Leadership of the HRC 

• The President of the Human Rights Council is elected at the start of each year by the members of the 

Council. The President oversees the sessions and ensures that the Council’s work proceeds smoothly. 

• The President is supported by Vice Presidents, who assist in managing the sessions and represent the Council 

when the President is unavailable. 



 

 

3. Key Mechanisms of the Human Rights Council 

A. Resolutions and Recommendations 

• The Council has the power to adopt resolutions on a variety of human rights issues, ranging from specific 

country situations to thematic concerns. Resolutions passed by the Council are non-binding but carry 

significant moral and political weight, guiding the actions of states and international organizations. 

• Recommendations made by the HRC and its experts, especially those arising from the UPR process or special 

sessions, are typically directed to member states, urging them to make necessary reforms or adopt specific 

measures to address violations. 

B. The Advisory Committee 

• The HRC also has an Advisory Committee, which is composed of 18 experts who provide the Council with 

expertise on human rights issues. The Committee submits reports and recommendations to the Council, 

focusing on improving the human rights mechanisms, advising on emerging issues, and drafting human rights 

instruments. 

C. Complaints Procedure (Complaint Mechanism) 

• The Council operates a complaints procedure, which allows individuals, organizations, or states to submit 

complaints about human rights violations in any country, whether a member of the HRC or not. These 

complaints are examined to determine whether the country concerned is failing to uphold its human rights 

obligations. 

4. Key Contributions and Achievements 

The HRC has made important contributions in various areas: 

• Promoting Accountability: It has helped raise awareness of severe human rights abuses, including in Syria, 

Myanmar, Sudan, and other conflict-affected regions. 

• Creating Human Rights Norms: The Council has contributed to the development of key human rights 

resolutions, such as the Universal Declaration on Bioethics and Human Rights, and the establishment of 

new standards for the rights of indigenous peoples, women, and refugees. 

• Strengthening the UPR Process: The UPR has become one of the most successful innovations of the HRC, 

offering a unique peer review process where states' human rights records are examined by fellow states, 

promoting transparency and accountability. 



 

 

5. Criticisms and Challenges 

While the HRC plays a critical role in addressing human rights, it has faced criticism: 

• Politicization: Critics argue that the Council’s work is sometimes influenced by political considerations, with 

member states using their positions to shield allies or target adversaries rather than focusing purely on human 

rights. 

• Membership Issues: Some countries with poor human rights records have been elected to the Council, 

raising concerns about its credibility and the effectiveness of its resolutions. 

• Limited Enforcement Power: The HRC lacks the enforcement power to compel states to comply with its 

recommendations, meaning it can often only issue recommendations and condemnations, without the ability 

to directly enforce change. 

Commissions on Human Rights 

The term "Commissions on Human Rights" historically referred to specialized bodies established to monitor, address, 

and report on human rights issues. The United Nations Commission on Human Rights (UNCHR), which was 

established in 1946, was the primary international body for overseeing global human rights before its dissolution in 

2006. It played a crucial role in the development of international human rights law and standards. However, the 

UNCHR was replaced by the Human Rights Council (HRC) in 2006 due to concerns about its effectiveness and 

politicization. 

1. The Former United Nations Commission on Human Rights (UNCHR) 

The UN Commission on Human Rights (UNCHR) was created by the UN Economic and Social Council 

(ECOSOC) in 1946 and operated until 2006. Its main functions included: 

• Monitoring Human Rights Violations: The Commission monitored human rights practices worldwide and 

investigated allegations of human rights abuses in various countries. 

• Promoting Human Rights Standards: The UNCHR was responsible for drafting key international human 

rights documents, such as the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) in 1948 and the 

International Covenants on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) and Economic, Social, and Cultural 

Rights (ICESCR). 

• Investigating Specific Issues: The Commission had the authority to appoint Special Rapporteurs to 

investigate specific human rights issues, such as the rights of women, children, or the disabled, and conduct 

fact-finding missions in various regions. 



 

 

• Annual Sessions: The UNCHR held regular annual sessions, where member states discussed human rights 

issues, adopted resolutions, and made recommendations. These sessions were open to civil society 

organizations and other stakeholders. 

However, the Commission faced significant criticism, particularly regarding its membership and lack of effective 

enforcement mechanisms. Some member states with poor human rights records were elected to the Commission, 

leading to concerns about its credibility and impartiality. These issues, combined with increasing politicization, 

contributed to the decision to replace the Commission with the Human Rights Council in 2006. 

2. The Human Rights Council (HRC) Replaces the UNCHR 

In 2006, the UN Human Rights Council (HRC) was established by the UN General Assembly to replace the 

Commission on Human Rights. While the HRC continues the work of the UNCHR, its structure and functioning 

have undergone significant changes to address the shortcomings of its predecessor. 

Key Differences Between the UNCHR and HRC: 

• Membership: The HRC consists of 47 member states, elected by the General Assembly, rather than being 

a subsidiary body of ECOSOC as the UNCHR was. The HRC has a more transparent and geographically 

representative membership. 

• Voting System: Unlike the UNCHR, which often saw politically motivated voting, the HRC employs a 

system aimed at encouraging greater cooperation among member states and involving a peer-review process 

through the Universal Periodic Review (UPR) mechanism. 

• Functions and Mechanisms: While the HRC continues the work of the UNCHR in promoting and 

protecting human rights, its approach includes the appointment of Special Rapporteurs, experts, and 

working groups, and a more comprehensive system of periodic reviews (such as UPR). 

3. Specialized Human Rights Committees (Formerly Under the UNCHR) 

The UN Commission on Human Rights also created a series of thematic committees and specialized bodies to 

address specific human rights issues. These mechanisms, although initially set up under the UNCHR, continue to 

function under the HRC and are essential to the UN's human rights system. Some of the key bodies include: 



 

 

A. Special Rapporteurs and Working Groups 

Special Rapporteurs are independent experts appointed by the HRC or its predecessor, the UNCHR, to investigate 

and report on specific human rights issues globally. They are tasked with conducting fact-finding missions, 

investigating violations, and making recommendations for improvement in human rights practices. Some notable 

areas covered include: 

• Freedom of expression 

• Torture and other cruel, inhuman, or degrading treatment 

• Indigenous rights 

• Women’s rights 

• Rights of minorities 

• LGBTQIA+ rights 

Special Working Groups are also established by the HRC to focus on specific human rights issues such as arbitrary 

detention or the rights of disabled persons. 

B. Treaty Bodies 

The HRC continues the work of the UN Commission on Human Rights through treaty bodies, such as the Human 

Rights Committee (CCPR) and the Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (CESCR), which 

monitor compliance with core international human rights treaties (such as the ICCPR and ICESCR). These 

committees review state parties' compliance with the respective treaties and provide guidance and recommendations. 

4. Universal Periodic Review (UPR) Mechanism 

The Universal Periodic Review (UPR), introduced under the HRC in 2008, is a key mechanism that replaced some 

of the monitoring and reporting functions of the UNCHR. It reviews the human rights records of all 193 UN member 

states every four years, providing an opportunity for member states to evaluate each other's human rights practices 

and make recommendations for improvements. The UPR aims to ensure that human rights are upheld universally, 

and it is a unique feature of the HRC's mandate. 

5. Legacy of the UNCHR 

Although the Commission on Human Rights was dissolved in 2006, it played a significant role in shaping the 

modern human rights system. Key achievements include: 



 

 

• Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR): Adopted in 1948, the UDHR remains one of the most 

important foundational documents for international human rights law. 

• Core Human Rights Treaties: The UNCHR played a major role in the drafting and adoption of several key 

international human rights treaties, including the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights 

(ICCPR), the International Covenant on Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights (ICESCR), and others. 

• Specialized Mechanisms: The UNCHR created special rapporteurs, working groups, and expert committees 

that continue to monitor and report on human rights violations. 

Committees under International Human Rights Treaties 

These committees are crucial mechanisms under various international human rights treaties that ensure the 

implementation of the standards set by these conventions. The committees are established to monitor the progress of 

state parties in fulfilling their obligations under the respective treaties. They assess the reports submitted by state 

parties, engage with relevant stakeholders, and issue recommendations to improve human rights protections. 

Key Committees: 

1. CESCR (Committee on Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights) 

• Treaty: International Covenant on Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights (ICESCR). 

• Role: The CESCR monitors the implementation of the ICESCR, which covers economic, social, and cultural 

rights, including: 

o Right to work (Article 6) 

o Right to education (Article 13) 

o Right to health (Article 12) 

o Right to an adequate standard of living (Article 11) 

o Right to social security (Article 9) 

• Functions: The CESCR reviews the periodic reports submitted by state parties to ensure compliance with 

these rights. It can issue recommendations or observations to guide the state in fulfilling its obligations. 

2. CCPR (Human Rights Committee) 

• Treaty: International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR). 

• Role: The CCPR oversees the implementation of the ICCPR, which ensures the protection of civil and 

political rights, such as: 

o Freedom of speech (Article 19) 



 

 

o Right to fair trial (Article 14) 

o Freedom from torture (Article 7) 

o Freedom from arbitrary detention (Article 9) 

o Freedom of religion (Article 18) 

• Functions: The Human Rights Committee reviews state party reports, issues concluding observations, and 

offers recommendations to ensure these fundamental rights are respected and protected. 

3. CEDAW (Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination Against Women) 

• Treaty: Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW). 

• Role: CEDAW ensures that gender equality and women’s rights are upheld globally. The committee 

monitors states’ progress in addressing issues like: 

o Discrimination in political and public life 

o Violence against women 

o Access to education, health care, and employment 

o Reproductive rights 

• Functions: It examines the periodic reports submitted by state parties, urging compliance with the 

convention’s provisions and providing recommendations to eliminate discrimination against women in all 

spheres. 

4. CAT (Committee Against Torture) 

• Treaty: Convention Against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman, or Degrading Treatment or 

Punishment. 

• Role: The CAT focuses on preventing torture and ill-treatment. It addresses issues such as: 

o Prohibition of torture and cruel treatment 

o Extradition of perpetrators 

o Prevention of torture in detention facilities 

• Functions: The committee reviews state parties’ efforts to comply with the convention and conducts 

investigations into specific complaints of torture or ill-treatment, issuing recommendations and ensuring 

preventive measures. 

5. CERD (Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination) 

• Treaty: International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination (CERD). 



 

 

• Role: The CERD works to eliminate racial discrimination and promote equality among all races. The 

committee addresses: 

o Discriminatory laws and practices 

o Racial hate speech 

o Access to education and employment for marginalized racial groups 

• Functions: It reviews state parties' reports on the measures taken to eliminate racial discrimination and issues 

recommendations for improvement in line with the treaty’s provisions. 

6. CRC (Committee on the Rights of the Child) 

• Treaty: Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC). 

• Role: The CRC ensures the protection and promotion of children’s rights globally, addressing issues like: 

o Right to education 

o Right to protection from abuse and exploitation 

o Right to health care and social services 

o Participation in decisions affecting children 

• Functions: The committee reviews state party reports and engages in dialogues with states to ensure the 

implementation of the CRC. It also issues general comments and recommendations to guide state parties on 

the interpretation of the Convention. 

7. CMW (Committee on Migrant Workers) 

• Treaty: International Convention on the Protection of the Rights of All Migrant Workers and Members 

of Their Families. 

• Role: The CMW addresses the rights of migrant workers and their families, focusing on: 

o Fair treatment and protection against exploitation 

o Right to family reunification 

o Protection from arbitrary detention or deportation 

• Functions: The committee monitors the implementation of the Convention through state party reports and 

provides recommendations to ensure the protection of migrant workers' rights. 

8. SPT (Subcommittee on Prevention of Torture) 

• Treaty: Optional Protocol to the Convention Against Torture (OPCAT). 

• Role: The SPT is tasked with preventing torture and ill-treatment in places of detention by: 



 

 

o Visiting detention facilities (prisons, police stations, etc.) 

o Assessing conditions and treatment of detainees 

o Making recommendations for improvements 

• Functions: The SPT has a proactive role, visiting states’ detention centers, making preventive 

recommendations, and ensuring the implementation of preventive measures to avoid torture. 

9. CRPD (Committee on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities) 

• Treaty: Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD). 

• Role: The CRPD ensures that persons with disabilities enjoy the same rights and opportunities as others. The 

committee addresses issues like: 

o Right to accessibility 

o Non-discrimination in employment and education 

o Participation in political and public life 

• Functions: The CRPD reviews state parties' reports and provides recommendations for improving the rights 

of persons with disabilities. It ensures states adopt inclusive policies and remove barriers to equal 

participation in society. 

10. CED (Committee on Enforced Disappearances) 

• Treaty: International Convention for the Protection of All Persons from Enforced Disappearance. 

• Role: The CED addresses the issue of enforced disappearances, where individuals are abducted, often by 

state agents, and hidden from their families. It focuses on: 

o Prevention of enforced disappearances 

o Protection of individuals from being subjected to such practices 

o Extradition and prosecution of offenders 

• Functions: The committee reviews reports from state parties and issues recommendations on preventing 

enforced disappearances and protecting individuals from such violations. 

Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) (1948) 

Adopted by the United Nations General Assembly on December 10, 1948, the Universal Declaration of Human 

Rights (UDHR) is a landmark document in the field of international human rights. While not legally binding, it has 

had a profound influence on the development of international human rights law and the protection of human dignity 

worldwide. It was drafted in response to the atrocities of World War II and aims to promote and protect the 



 

 

fundamental rights and freedoms to which all human beings are entitled, regardless of nationality, ethnicity, religion, 

or other status. 

Core Features of the UDHR: 

The UDHR consists of 30 articles, which outline a broad range of civil, political, economic, social, and cultural 

rights. These rights are considered universal, meaning they apply to all people everywhere, at all times. The UDHR 

was drafted by representatives from various regions and cultures, making it a global consensus on what constitutes 

human dignity and fundamental freedoms. 

 

1. Preamble 

The Preamble outlines the document's purpose, which is to reaffirm faith in fundamental human rights, the dignity 

and worth of the human person, the equal rights of men and women, and the promotion of social progress. It 

emphasizes that human rights are a foundation for freedom, justice, and peace. 

 

2. Article 1: Equality and Dignity 

• Right to equality and freedom: All human beings are born free and equal in dignity and rights. They should 

act towards one another in a spirit of brotherhood. 

• Significance: This article stresses the inherent dignity and equal rights of every individual, regardless of 

race, nationality, religion, or any other factor. 

 

3. Article 2: Non-discrimination 

• Right to non-discrimination: Everyone is entitled to all the rights and freedoms set forth in the UDHR 

without distinction of any kind, such as race, color, sex, language, religion, or political opinion. 

• Significance: This principle of non-discrimination is a cornerstone of human rights law, ensuring that no 

one is denied their rights based on arbitrary distinctions. 

 



 

 

4. Article 3: Right to Life, Liberty, and Security 

• Right to life, liberty, and personal security: Everyone has the right to life, liberty, and security of person. 

• Significance: This article guarantees the right to life and protection from arbitrary actions by the state or 

others, laying the foundation for personal freedom. 

 

5. Article 4: Freedom from Slavery 

• Right to be free from slavery: No one shall be held in slavery or servitude; slavery and the slave trade shall 

be prohibited in all their forms. 

• Significance: A direct response to historical injustices, this article ensures freedom from all forms of slavery 

and forced labor. 

 

6. Article 5: Freedom from Torture and Inhuman Treatment 

• Right to be free from torture, cruel, inhuman, or degrading treatment: No one shall be subjected to 

torture or to cruel, inhuman, or degrading treatment or punishment. 

• Significance: This article prohibits torture, inhumane treatment, and degrading punishment, promoting 

dignity and personal integrity. 

 

7. Article 6: Recognition as a Person before the Law 

• Right to recognition before the law: Everyone has the right to recognition everywhere as a person before 

the law. 

• Significance: It guarantees legal personhood, ensuring that everyone is treated equally under the law and 

has the right to legal protection. 

 

8. Article 7: Equality Before the Law 

• Right to equality before the law: All are equal before the law and are entitled without any discrimination to 

equal protection of the law. 



 

 

• Significance: This establishes the right to equal treatment in all legal matters, ensuring that no one is above 

the law. 

 

9. Article 8: Access to Effective Remedy 

• Right to an effective remedy: Everyone has the right to an effective remedy by the competent national 

tribunals for acts violating the fundamental rights granted to them by the constitution or by law. 

• Significance: This right ensures that individuals can seek justice and legal recourse if their rights are 

violated. 

 

10. Article 9: Freedom from Arbitrary Arrest and Exile 

• Right to protection from arbitrary arrest: No one shall be subjected to arbitrary arrest, detention, or exile. 

• Significance: This article protects individuals from unlawful detention and ensures due process before 

deprivation of liberty. 

 

11. Article 10: Right to a Fair Trial 

• Right to a fair trial: Everyone is entitled to a fair and public hearing by an independent and impartial tribunal, 

in the determination of their rights and obligations and of any criminal charge against them. 

• Significance: It ensures that all individuals have access to fair judicial processes, safeguarding against 

biased legal proceedings. 

 

12. Article 11: Right to be Considered Innocent Until Proven Guilty 

• Right to be presumed innocent until proven guilty: Everyone charged with a penal offense has the right to 

be presumed innocent until proven guilty according to law. 

• Significance: This upholds the presumption of innocence and ensures fair criminal procedures. 

 



 

 

13. Article 12: Right to Privacy 

• Right to privacy: No one shall be subjected to arbitrary interference with their privacy, family, home, or 

correspondence, nor to attacks upon their honor and reputation. 

• Significance: It ensures the right to privacy and protects individuals from unwarranted intrusion by the state 

or others. 

 

14. Article 13: Right to Freedom of Movement 

• Right to freedom of movement: Everyone has the right to freedom of movement and residence within the 

borders of each state. 

• Significance: This guarantees freedom of movement within and outside one's own country, promoting 

individual mobility. 

 

15. Article 14: Right to Asylum 

• Right to seek asylum: In case of persecution, everyone has the right to seek and enjoy asylum in other 

countries. 

• Significance: This recognizes the right to asylum for those fleeing persecution, protecting individuals in 

dire situations. 

 

16. Article 15: Right to Nationality 

• Right to nationality: Everyone has the right to a nationality and the right to change nationality. 

• Significance: It guarantees legal recognition and identity, enabling individuals to belong to a state and enjoy 

their rights. 

 

17. Articles 16-21: Civil and Political Rights 

These articles cover various civil and political rights, including: 

• Right to marry and found a family (Article 16) 



 

 

• Right to own property (Article 17) 

• Freedom of thought, conscience, and religion (Article 18) 

• Freedom of opinion and expression (Article 19) 

• Right to peaceful assembly and association (Article 20) 

• Right to participate in government (Article 21) 

 

18. Articles 22-27: Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights 

These articles focus on the rights to economic, social, and cultural well-being: 

• Right to social security (Article 22) 

• Right to work (Article 23) 

• Right to rest and leisure (Article 24) 

• Right to education (Article 26) 

• Right to participate in cultural life (Article 27) 

 

19. Articles 28-30: Duties and Limitations 

These articles focus on the duties of individuals to respect others' rights and the limitations on rights in specific 

situations: 

• Article 28: Right to a social and international order where the rights and freedoms set forth in the Declaration 

can be fully realized. 

• Article 29: Duties to the community and limitations on rights in certain contexts. 

• Article 30: No provision in the Declaration may be interpreted as implying any right to engage in activities 

aimed at the destruction of the rights and freedoms set forth. 

 

Impact and Legacy: 

Although the UDHR is not legally binding, it has influenced the creation of numerous binding international treaties, 

regional human rights conventions, and national constitutions. Its principles have been incorporated into 

international law, notably in documents like: 



 

 

• The International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR). 

• The International Covenant on Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights (ICESCR). 

• The European Convention on Human Rights. 

The UDHR has become a cornerstone of the international human rights movement, shaping global human rights 

discourse and providing a common framework for promoting human dignity, equality, and justice. 

 

International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) (1966) 

The International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) is a key international treaty adopted by the 

United Nations General Assembly in 1966 that aims to protect and promote a wide range of civil and political rights. 

The ICCPR is part of the International Bill of Human Rights, alongside the Universal Declaration of Human 

Rights (UDHR) and the International Covenant on Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights (ICESCR). 

The ICCPR, which entered into force on March 23, 1976, is a legally binding agreement that holds state parties 

accountable for ensuring that their citizens enjoy a variety of essential rights, including freedom of expression, 

freedom from torture, right to a fair trial, and right to life. It establishes a framework for the protection of 

individual rights and promotes democracy, justice, and liberty. 

Key Provisions of the ICCPR: 

The ICCPR includes a wide range of civil and political rights, which are outlined in 53 articles. Some of the 

fundamental rights under the ICCPR include: 

 

1. Right to Life (Article 6) 

• Protection from arbitrary deprivation of life: The right to life is inviolable, and no one shall be arbitrarily 

deprived of life. The death penalty can only be applied under strictly defined conditions and is subject to 

numerous safeguards to prevent abuse. 

• Significance: The right to life is considered a fundamental human right, and any attempt to take life must 

be sanctioned through a lawful process. 

 



 

 

2. Freedom from Torture (Article 7) 

• Right to be free from torture and inhuman treatment: No one shall be subjected to torture, cruel, 

inhuman, or degrading treatment or punishment. 

• Significance: This guarantees that individuals are not subjected to any form of physical or mental abuse, 

ensuring their dignity and integrity. 

 

3. Right to Liberty and Security (Article 9) 

• Freedom from arbitrary detention: Everyone has the right to liberty and security of person. Arrests and 

detentions must not be arbitrary, and anyone arrested must be informed of the reasons for their detention. 

• Significance: The ICCPR emphasizes that detention must be justified by law and that individuals have the 

right to challenge their detention before a court. 

 

4. Right to a Fair Trial (Article 14) 

• Right to a fair and public hearing: Anyone accused of a criminal offense has the right to a fair and public 

trial by an independent and impartial tribunal. 

• Significance: This ensures due process, the right to defend oneself, and the right to an impartial tribunal, 

fundamental principles in the criminal justice system. 

 

5. Freedom of Expression (Article 19) 

• Right to freedom of opinion and expression: Everyone shall have the right to hold opinions without 

interference and to seek, receive, and impart information and ideas through any media. 

• Significance: The freedom of expression is essential to the democratic functioning of societies, allowing 

individuals to communicate openly without fear of censorship or retaliation. 

 

6. Freedom of Assembly and Association (Article 21 & 22) 

• Right to peaceful assembly and association: Everyone has the right to peacefully assemble and to form 

and join associations, including trade unions. 



 

 

• Significance: These articles protect democratic freedoms and allow individuals to express political views, 

participate in collective activities, and exercise political rights. 

 

7. Right to Privacy (Article 17) 

• Right to privacy: No one shall be subjected to arbitrary or unlawful interference with their privacy, family, 

home, or correspondence. 

• Significance: This article upholds the right to privacy, ensuring that individuals are protected from 

unwarranted surveillance and interference. 

 

8. Right to Participate in Public Affairs (Article 25) 

• Right to participate in public life: Every citizen has the right and the opportunity to take part in the conduct 

of public affairs, to vote and to be elected. 

• Significance: This article underscores the right to vote and engage in political processes, ensuring that 

citizens have a voice in shaping their governments. 

 

9. Non-discrimination (Article 2) 

• Equality and non-discrimination: States parties must guarantee that the rights under the ICCPR are applied 

without discrimination of any kind, including based on race, sex, language, religion, political or other 

opinion, and national or social origin. 

• Significance: This is a key provision for ensuring that civil and political rights are accessible to all people, 

regardless of their background. 

 

10. Protection of Minority Rights (Article 27) 

• Rights of minorities: In countries with minorities, individuals belonging to ethnic, religious, or linguistic 

minorities have the right to enjoy their own culture, practice their religion, and use their own language. 

• Significance: This protects cultural rights and ensures that minorities can maintain their cultural identity 

in the face of broader societal norms. 



 

 

 

Optional Protocols to the ICCPR: 

The ICCPR is supplemented by two Optional Protocols, which allow for additional mechanisms to promote and 

protect human rights: 

1. First Optional Protocol (1966) 

• Right to Individual Petition: This protocol allows individuals who claim to be victims of violations of the 

ICCPR to bring their complaints to the Human Rights Committee after exhausting all available domestic 

remedies. 

• Significance: This individual complaint mechanism gives people a direct avenue to seek redress for 

violations of their civil and political rights, even if they are not able to access justice within their own country. 

2. Second Optional Protocol (1989) 

• Abolition of the Death Penalty: This protocol aims to abolish the death penalty entirely. It commits state 

parties to abolish the death penalty within their jurisdictions and prohibits its use. 

• Significance: This protocol marks a significant step towards the global abolition of the death penalty, 

aligning with the growing movement against capital punishment. 

 

State Obligations under the ICCPR: 

State parties to the ICCPR have several important obligations: 

1. Ensure Rights Are Protected: States must take positive action to protect and promote the rights outlined in 

the ICCPR. This includes passing laws, creating institutions, and taking other measures to safeguard civil and 

political rights. 

2. Report to the Human Rights Committee: States are required to submit periodic reports to the Human 

Rights Committee, outlining how they are implementing the rights contained in the ICCPR. The committee 

reviews these reports and issues recommendations to improve human rights protection. 

3. Respect and Fulfill Rights: States are obligated to respect the rights of individuals within their jurisdiction 

and to fulfill these rights through appropriate legal, administrative, and judicial means. 

 



 

 

International Covenant on Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights (ICESCR) (1966) 

The International Covenant on Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights (ICESCR) is a key international treaty 

adopted by the United Nations in 1966, which aims to protect a broad range of economic, social, and cultural 

rights. The ICESCR is part of the International Bill of Human Rights, alongside the Universal Declaration of 

Human Rights (UDHR) and the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR). 

The ICESCR focuses on the rights that are critical to human dignity and the quality of life. While the ICCPR 

emphasizes civil and political rights such as freedom of speech and freedom from torture, the ICESCR addresses 

the fundamental economic, social, and cultural rights that underpin people's well-being and development. 

Key Provisions of the ICESCR: 

The ICESCR consists of 31 articles that outline a wide range of rights, ensuring that all people have access to the 

basic conditions required for a decent and dignified life. These rights include, but are not limited to, the right to 

work, education, health, and social security. 

 

1. Right to Work (Article 6) 

• Right to freely chosen employment: The ICESCR guarantees the right to work and that individuals should 

have access to work that is freely chosen or accepted. States are required to take steps to ensure the availability 

of employment and to improve working conditions. 

• Significance: This provision aims to ensure that individuals are able to earn a living through decent and 

productive work and that employment is accessible to all people, without discrimination. 

 

2. Right to Education (Article 13 & 14) 

• Right to free primary education: The ICESCR obligates state parties to provide free and compulsory 

primary education. It also guarantees access to secondary and higher education, with a focus on making it 

available and accessible for all. 

• Significance: The right to education is central to the empowerment of individuals, allowing them to develop 

their potential and participate fully in society. It ensures equal access to education for all people, regardless 

of their economic status. 



 

 

 

3. Right to Social Security (Article 9) 

• Right to social protection: The ICESCR recognizes the right to social security, ensuring that people have 

access to support systems such as unemployment benefits, pensions, and assistance in cases of illness or 

disability. 

• Significance: This is a crucial aspect of the social safety net, ensuring that individuals and families are 

protected from the negative impacts of poverty, unemployment, or health issues. It promotes the well-being 

of society as a whole. 

 

4. Right to an Adequate Standard of Living (Article 11) 

• Right to an adequate standard of living: This includes the right to adequate food, clothing, and housing, 

as well as continuous improvement of living conditions. States are required to work towards the progressive 

realization of this right. 

• Significance: The right to an adequate standard of living is foundational to human dignity. It includes not 

only physical needs like food and shelter but also ensures that people have the resources to live in health, 

security, and well-being. 

 

5. Right to Health (Article 12) 

• Right to physical and mental health: The ICESCR guarantees the right to the highest attainable standard 

of physical and mental health. This includes access to essential health services and ensuring that people are 

not discriminated against when seeking medical care. 

• Significance: The right to health ensures that all individuals have access to the healthcare services necessary 

to maintain their health and well-being, and it includes not only healthcare services but also sanitation and 

disease prevention. 

 



 

 

6. Cultural Rights (Article 15) 

• Right to take part in cultural life: The ICESCR protects the right of individuals and communities to enjoy 

and participate in cultural activities, including the right to freely access and contribute to culture, arts, and 

science. 

• Significance: This provision protects the right to cultural identity, allowing individuals to express 

themselves through their cultural practices and to benefit from the advances of science and arts. 

 

7. Right to Housing (Article 11) 

• Right to adequate housing: This includes the right to live in adequate housing, which ensures that everyone 

has access to safe and affordable housing. States must take steps to ensure that housing is available to all 

people without discrimination. 

• Significance: Affordable housing is a key component of the standard of living. Ensuring access to adequate 

housing contributes to the overall health, security, and dignity of individuals and families. 

 

8. Right to Family Life (Article 10) 

• Protection of family and marriage: The ICESCR recognizes the right to protection of the family and 

ensures that families are not subject to discrimination. It also guarantees that mothers and children should 

have special protection and care. 

• Significance: This article acknowledges the fundamental role of the family unit in society and seeks to 

protect its integrity and the well-being of its members. 

 

9. Non-Discrimination (Article 2) 

• Equality and non-discrimination: Similar to the ICCPR, the ICESCR ensures that the rights provided in 

the covenant are applied without discrimination of any kind, including discrimination based on race, sex, 

language, religion, or national origin. 

• Significance: The non-discrimination clause ensures that economic, social, and cultural rights are 

accessible to everyone, regardless of their background, and promotes equality in society. 

 



 

 

10. Progressive Realization (General Comment No. 3) 

• Progressive realization of rights: States are required to progressively realize the economic, social, and 

cultural rights over time, considering the resources available to them. This means that while states may not 

be able to achieve all goals immediately, they must make continuous progress towards meeting their 

obligations. 

• Significance: This principle recognizes the realities of resource limitations in many countries but 

emphasizes that governments must work actively towards realizing these rights, and they must prioritize the 

most marginalized and vulnerable populations. 

 

State Obligations under the ICESCR: 

State parties to the ICESCR have several obligations to ensure the realization of economic, social, and cultural rights: 

1. Take Steps to Achieve Full Realization: States are required to take deliberate, concrete, and effective 

steps towards achieving the rights enshrined in the covenant, considering the available resources. 

2. Non-Discrimination: Rights must be available to all individuals without discrimination. States must 

eliminate practices that prevent equal access to these rights. 

3. Provide Periodic Reports: States must submit periodic reports to the Committee on Economic, Social 

and Cultural Rights (CESCR) detailing their progress in implementing the rights guaranteed by the 

ICESCR. 

 

Optional Protocol to the ICESCR (2008) 

The Optional Protocol to the ICESCR allows for individual complaints regarding violations of economic, social, 

and cultural rights to be brought before the Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (CESCR). This 

protocol strengthens the enforcement mechanism for the protection of these rights, providing a way for individuals 

to seek redress for violations when their rights under the ICESCR have been violated. 

 

 



 

 

Optional Protocols to the ICCPR and ICESCR: 

Both the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) and the International Covenant on 

Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR) have Optional Protocols that provide additional mechanisms 

for ensuring the protection and enforcement of human rights. These protocols allow individuals and the UN 

Committee to address violations by states, further strengthening the accountability mechanisms for both civil and 

political rights, as well as economic, social, and cultural rights. 

 

1. First Optional Protocol to the ICCPR (1966) 

The First Optional Protocol to the ICCPR is a significant legal tool that enables individuals to bring complaints of 

violations of civil and political rights directly before the Human Rights Committee once domestic remedies have 

been exhausted. This protocol enhances the capacity of individuals to seek justice when they believe their rights 

under the ICCPR have been violated. 

Key Features: 

• Individual Complaints: The First Optional Protocol allows individuals who believe their civil and political 

rights under the ICCPR have been violated to submit complaints directly to the Human Rights 

Committee. 

• Exhaustion of Domestic Remedies: Before submitting a complaint to the Committee, individuals must 

exhaust all domestic legal remedies available in their country. This means they must seek redress through 

national courts or other legal processes before turning to the international level. 

• Review by the Human Rights Committee: The Human Rights Committee reviews the complaints and 

issues views on whether the state has violated the rights guaranteed by the ICCPR. While the Committee’s 

findings are not legally binding, they carry significant moral and legal weight and often influence national 

legal reforms. 

• State Obligations: If the Committee finds that a state has violated the ICCPR, it issues recommendations 

and may request the state to provide remedies to the individual and prevent future violations. 

Significance: 

• The First Optional Protocol allows for direct access to international justice, providing individuals with a 

remedy when domestic legal systems fail to protect their civil and political rights. 



 

 

• It ensures that states are held accountable for violations of human rights, particularly those affecting 

freedom of speech, freedom from torture, right to fair trial, and protection against arbitrary detention. 

 

2. Optional Protocol to the ICESCR (2008) 

The Optional Protocol to the ICESCR was adopted in 2008 and provides individuals and groups with a mechanism 

for bringing complaints related to violations of economic, social, and cultural rights. Similar to the First Optional 

Protocol of the ICCPR, this protocol provides an avenue for individual complaints and the examination of 

violations under the ICESCR. 

Key Features: 

• Individual Complaints: This protocol allows individuals or groups who believe their economic, social, and 

cultural rights (such as the right to education, health, work, and adequate living standards) have been 

violated to submit complaints to the Committee on Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights (CESCR). 

• State Obligations: Once a complaint is submitted, the CESCR reviews the case, examines the circumstances, 

and issues views on whether the state has violated the ICESCR. The state is then expected to take appropriate 

actions to address the violation, including providing reparations to the victim and ensuring non-repetition 

of such violations. 

• Inquiries into Violations: The protocol also allows the CESCR to conduct inquiries into situations where 

grave or systematic violations of economic, social, and cultural rights are alleged in a state. The Committee 

can investigate and issue recommendations even without individual complaints if it believes there is a serious 

issue with a state's human rights record. 

• State Participation: For the Optional Protocol to apply, states must ratify it in addition to the ICESCR. Not 

all states that are parties to the ICESCR have ratified the Optional Protocol, limiting its applicability. 

Significance: 

• The Optional Protocol to the ICESCR strengthens the accountability mechanisms for the protection of 

economic, social, and cultural rights by providing individuals with a formal avenue for redress at the 

international level. 

• It ensures that individuals can seek justice for violations of rights to education, healthcare, social security, 

and the right to an adequate standard of living. 



 

 

• It also allows the CESCR to conduct inquiries into systemic violations, which can draw international 

attention to human rights abuses and pressurize states to address their obligations under the ICESCR. 

 

Key Differences Between the Optional Protocols to the ICCPR and ICESCR: 

• Scope of Rights: The ICCPR primarily addresses civil and political rights, such as the right to life, freedom 

of expression, and protection against torture, whereas the ICESCR focuses on economic, social, and 

cultural rights, such as the right to work, education, and health. 

• Mechanisms for Addressing Violations: Both protocols provide mechanisms for individual complaints 

and state accountability, but they apply to different types of rights. The ICCPR’s Optional Protocol allows 

for complaints related to civil and political rights, whereas the ICESCR's Optional Protocol addresses 

violations of economic, social, and cultural rights. 

• State Engagement: Not all states that are parties to the ICCPR or ICESCR have ratified their respective 

Optional Protocols. The ratification of these protocols is voluntary and states that have not ratified them are 

not subject to the complaint and inquiry mechanisms. 

 

 

International Implementation Mechanism for Human Rights 

The International Bill of Human Rights is a foundational framework that aims to promote and protect human rights 

globally. It consists of several key treaties, including the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR), the 

International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR), and the International Covenant on Economic, 

Social, and Cultural Rights (ICESCR). To ensure the effective enforcement of these human rights, a combination 

of national and international mechanisms are employed. Below is an explanation of these mechanisms: 

 

1. Treaty Bodies 

Treaty bodies are committees of experts established under the human rights treaties to monitor and oversee the 

implementation of the treaties by state parties. These bodies review state reports, issue recommendations, and make 

decisions on complaints, providing a framework for compliance with international human rights law. 



 

 

Key Treaty Bodies: 

• Human Rights Committee (HRC): This body monitors compliance with the International Covenant on 

Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR). It reviews periodic reports submitted by state parties and assesses 

whether they have adhered to the civil and political rights outlined in the ICCPR. The Committee can also 

receive individual complaints of violations, offering individual redress when national remedies have been 

exhausted. 

• Committee on Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights (CESCR): This Committee oversees the 

implementation of the International Covenant on Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights (ICESCR). It 

reviews state reports and examines issues related to rights such as healthcare, education, social security, 

and an adequate standard of living. It also receives individual complaints through its Optional Protocol. 

• Other committees monitor the implementation of other core human rights treaties, such as: 

o CEDAW (for women’s rights), 

o CAT (for the prohibition of torture), 

o CRC (for children's rights), 

o CERD (for racial discrimination), etc. 

These committees have the authority to review state reports, engage in dialogue with states, and issue 

recommendations for improvement. 

 

2. Special Procedures and Experts 

The UN Human Rights Council (HRC) appoints special procedures and independent human rights experts to 

address specific human rights issues. These experts have a mandate to investigate human rights abuses, raise 

awareness, and propose solutions. 

Key Functions: 

• Country Visits: Special procedures may conduct country visits to investigate human rights situations, 

engage with governments, civil society, and victims, and gather evidence to report on human rights 

conditions. 

• Reports and Recommendations: These experts issue reports based on their findings and provide 

recommendations for the protection and improvement of human rights in specific countries or regions. The 

reports often highlight violations and offer practical solutions for states to consider. 



 

 

• Themes and Focus Areas: The experts may focus on issues such as freedom of expression, torture, 

discrimination, right to housing, minority rights, etc. These procedures help to address urgent and specific 

human rights issues in a targeted manner. 

Some notable examples of special procedures include: 

• Special Rapporteur on Freedom of Expression 

• Special Rapporteur on Torture 

• Working Group on Arbitrary Detention 

 

3. Universal Periodic Review (UPR) 

The Universal Periodic Review (UPR) is a peer-review mechanism under the UN Human Rights Council that 

evaluates the human rights situation of every UN member state. This process is non-confrontational and cooperative, 

aiming to improve the human rights record of states based on international human rights standards. 

Key Features: 

• Review Process: Every four years, all UN member states undergo a comprehensive review of their human 

rights practices. The UPR assesses how states are complying with their human rights obligations and 

identifies areas where they may have fallen short. 

• Recommendations: After each review, the Human Rights Council makes recommendations to the state, 

offering advice and suggestions for improvement. States are expected to respond to these recommendations 

and report on their progress during the next cycle. 

• State Responsibility: The UPR is based on state cooperation and is intended to be constructive rather than 

punitive. It ensures that every country, regardless of its human rights record, is held accountable and given 

the opportunity to improve. 

 

4. International Courts 

International courts play a critical role in enforcing human rights law, providing binding rulings and legal 

accountability for states and individuals who violate international human rights norms. 



 

 

Key Courts and Their Functions: 

• International Court of Justice (ICJ): The ICJ is the principal judicial body of the United Nations. It handles 

disputes between states regarding international law, including issues related to human rights violations. 

While the ICJ does not handle individual complaints, it can issue binding rulings when states are in violation 

of their human rights obligations. 

• International Criminal Court (ICC): The ICC is the only permanent court that can prosecute individuals 

for crimes such as genocide, war crimes, and crimes against humanity. The ICC ensures that individuals 

are held accountable for serious human rights violations that occur during armed conflicts and large-scale 

abuses, offering a path for justice and the prevention of impunity. 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 



 

 

 



 

 

 


