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New York, 12 October 2005 -- On Tuesday October 11th, the General Assembly held its first informal plenary during its 60th session on the establishment of the Human Rights Council. During this meeting the President of the General Assembly outlined a timetable for the future course of negotiations and welcomed input on his letter on the Human Rights Council. 

Preliminary timetable 

The President intends to meet on the 17th and 18th of November with the human rights community in Geneva for their input on the establishment of a Human Rights Council. The GA will hold three additional meetings, which will be mediated by the co-chars and will take place on October 18th, 24th and November 1st. During these consultations the co-chairs will prepare an option paper based on input from Member States with a suggested deadline of October 15th. It is expected that by the 21st of November a draft resolution will be prepared and that on November 28th intense consultations will begin on the basis of this draft. 

The countries that spoke during the morning and afternoon sessions included: UK for the European Union, Namibia for the African Group, Malaysia for the Non-Aligned Movement, Chile, Japan, Iceland, Thailand, Norway, Belarus, Liechtenstein, Brazil, Cuba, Germany, France, New Zealand for CANZ, Switzerland, Bangladesh, Venezuela, Singapore, Republic of Korea, Zimbabwe, Nepal, Syria, Mexico, Egypt, Indonesia, Iran, Saudi Arabia, Pakistan, Colombia, Sri Lanka, Sudan, Turkey, Uruguay, Vietnam, Libya 

General Overview 

Status: While many countries expressed interest in creating the Council as a principal organ of the UN, they expressed their willingness to act pragmatically and to create the Human Rights Council as a subsidiary body of the GA for the time-being. Divergence remained on whether there should be a review in five years to consider elevating the Council to a principal organ. There was also continued disagreement over whether or not the Council should be a standing body. On this point the Ambassador of Singapore noted that a standing body may put poorer and smaller countries at a disadvantage because they often cannot afford to send delegations year-round to Geneva. On a practical level he noted that it would be necessary for Member States to address this problem if the Council is to become a standing body. One possible remedy that was suggested was to bring the Council to New York where missions have existing capacity. The German Ambassador also argued that a standing Council would be able to address many of the problems of politicization in the current Commission by removing some of the time pressures and allowing more space to address a wider range of issues more comprehensively. 

Mandate: Emphasis was placed on the need for the new Human Rights Council to treat all human rights equally. In their interventions Member States made reference to a wide range of factors to be considered under mandate. These included the following: promotion and protection of all human rights; address situations of violations of human rights including gross and systemic violations; promote effective coordination and mainstreaming of human rights; serve as an advisory body and make recommendations to the GA and other UN bodies, provide technical assistance and capacity-building; serve as a forum for dialogue; perform periodic reviews of Member State records. While mixed views were shared on a peer review mechanism, the Ambassador from Singapore suggested that they follow the framework of WTO trade policy review mechanisms in which every member would receive reports from both the Council and the country under review to provide a more balanced approach. 

Size, composition and membership: Overall, support leaned towards maintaining the same size as the current Commission. The need to ensure equitable geographic distribution was reiterated by many countries. The Ambassador of Liechtenstein noted that his delegation was open to discussing a smaller Council so long as there would be term limits that would rule out de facto permanent membership. The Mexican Ambassador suggested 38 - 40 members and provided a possible regional breakdown of seats (11 seats for Africa, 11 for Asia, 6 for Latin America and the Caribbean, 6 for WEOC, and 6 for Central Europe). Continued divergence remained over whether the Council’s members should be elected by two-thirds or simply majority. On the issue of elections, the Liechtenstein Ambassador suggested that Member States look to the framework used in the election of judges to the International Criminal Court. In applying this model, each region would be allocated a specific number of seats and would be expected to present a number of candidates higher than the number of seats allotted. Thus far, general opposition was expressed on establishing criteria for membership. 

Rules of procedure and methods of work: Many suggested that these rules and methods should be decided by the Council once it is in place and then submitted to the General Assembly for approval. 

Other points 

Member States were once again divided as to whether the problems of the Commission were institutional or rather a matter of political manipulation, selectivity and double standards. The Ambassador of Cuba argued that the northern countries had turned the Commission into a tribunal for southern countries. In general, Member States emphasized the need to preserve the strengths of Commission, specifically its special procedures and mechanisms for NGO participation. Two key factors that were highlighted were the need to ensure smooth transition between abolition of the Commission and establishment of the Council and the need to prevent duplication of work between the Council and the Third Committee. The Ambassador of Switzerland suggested that Commission meet in 2006 until the Council was fully functional. On procedural matters the Ambassador of Egypt expressed support for an in-depth discussion in the Third Committee for experts to outline structural deficiencies of the Commission. 

