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Introduction to the  
United Nations Human Rights Council 

You Have a Voice at the Human Rights Council 
 Pax Christi International encourages its member organizations to bring their reports, 
findings, and firsthand experience with human rights to the intergovernmental level at the 
U.N..  As an NGO with Special Consultative Status with the Economic and Security Council 
(ECOSOC), Pax Christi International is available to facilitate and enhance your access to the 
UN Human Rights Council. 
 This packet outlines the several avenues for human rights advocacy in the Council.  
From formal petitions and mechanisms to informal appeals, there are many different forums 
available.  This working document will offer you a brief introduction to each of these forums 
and the process of using each of them.  While some methods are informal allow you to par-
ticipate directly, we encourage you to make use of Pax Christi International’s consultative 
status to access the more formal procedures.  We can facilitate your exposure in the U.N.. 
 The forums for advocacy included in this packet include: 

1. Submission of general human rights complaints 
3. Presence and submissions at the Council’s special and regular sessions 
4. Contact with mandate holders / special rapporteurs 
5. Submissions to the Universal Periodic Review mechanism 
6. Urgent Actions and other informal advocacy 

 
 

Other Information 
 The U.N. Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights and the Council have 
made much of this information available online.  Key supplementary documents and graph-
ics, including a graphic of the Council’s structure and a more comprehensive table of the 
roles civil society can play in the Council, are in the appendixes.  Please see the bibliography 
and internet guide for more detailed information about the Council and its procedures. 
 Please note that the information provided in this package is not original.  It is a compi-
lation of key information publicly available through U.N. documents and websites. 
 

Contact Us 
 Pax Christi International has compiled this guide to assist its member organizations in 
recognizing and selecting between the many options for human rights advocacy in the Coun-
cil.  While some of these mechanisms are available directly to member organizations, many 
require Pax Christi International to act as an intermediary with its Special Consultative 
Status with ECOSOC.  Please do not hesitate to contact us for assistance: 
 

Pax Christi International 
Vieux Marche aux Grains 21 

1000 Bruxelles, Belgium 
 

Tel: ++32.2.502.55.50 
Fax: ++32.2.502.46.26 

 
hello@paxchristi.net 
www.paxchristi.net 
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NGO Liaison Office 
 The Council Secretariat creates an NGO Liaison Office during both general and spe-
cial sessions.  Information on this resource should be available online during and near to the 
Council’s sessions.  This office helps to facilitate NGO participation in the sessions and, in 
the event of questions or confusion concerning NGO submissions, presence, or other prob-
lems, Pax Christi International can contact the NGO Liaison Office:    

United Nations Office at Geneva   Tel: + 41 (0)22 917 21 27  
NGO Liaison Office      Fax: +41 (0)22 917 05 83  
Office of the Director-General    Email: ungeneva.ngoliaison@unog.ch 
Room 153  
Palais des Nations  
1211 Geneva 10  

 There are several  mechanisms available for general human rights complaints: individ-
ual complaints under international human rights treaties, communications under special pro-
cedures, and the Human Rights Council’s complaint procedure.  These procedures allow in-
dividuals and organizations to file general human rights complaints to which they have been 
a witness. 
 These general complaints may not require Pax Christi International to act as an inter-
mediary, although we still encourage contact for assistance.  Because these procedures are 
very specific and oriented towards immediate human rights concerns, they should be consid-
ered in depth alongside each other.  Please consult section VIII of the United Nations Office 
of the High Commissioner for Human Rights’ guide, Working With the United Nations Pro-
gramme:A Handbook for Civil Society, referenced in the bibliography of this document. 

Origins 
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 The United Nations Human Rights Council (Council) is the new forum intended to re-
place the U.N. Human Rights Commission.  The U.N. General Assembly adopted the Coun-
cil on 15 March 2006 and the Council held its first session on 19 June 2006.  The former 
body, the U.N. Human Rights Commission was dissolved just before this first session, on 16 
June 2006.  The Council reports directly to the U.N. General Assembly. 
 The Council is intended to strengthen U.N. human rights efforts and address certain 
inadequacies of the U.N. Human Rights Commission.  The Council enacts more transparent 
methods of selecting member states and attempts to lessen double-standards with the process 
of universal periodic review (UPR), under which each U.N. member state will be examined 
once every four years.  Additionally, the Council will meet more often than its predecessor: 
“no fewer than three sessions per year (including a main session) for a total period of no less 
than ten weeks.” 
 Member states serve on the Council for a limited time and are elected by a vote in the 
U.N. General Assembly.  Since this body changes frequently, it is best to check the Coun-
cil’s website for the most current list of member states.  General information from the Hand-
book for Civil Society is pasted here.  
 

Membership 
Membership of the Council consists of 47 States elected directly and individually by secret ballot by the ma-
jority of the members of the General Assembly. The human rights records and voluntary human rights 
pledges and commitments of candidate States are to be taken into account when electing member States. 
The Council’s member States serve for three years and are not eligible for immediate re-election after two 
consecutive terms. 
 
If a member State of the Council commits gross and systematic violations of human rights, the General As-
sembly, by a two-thirds majority of the members present and voting, may suspend its rights of membership 
in the Council. 

General Human Rights Complaints 



   

 

Accrediting Representatives  
to Attend Sessions of the 

U.N. Human Rights Council 
 As was the case with the sessions of the preceding U.N. Human Rights Commission, 
NGO’s that hold consultative status with the U.N. ECOSOC may accredit representatives to 
attend both general and special sessions of the Council.  Pax Christi International holds spe-
cial consultative status. 
 Interested individuals should look online for more specific information about the dead-
lines and procedures for specific sessions.  The general procedures from the Council's web-
site are included below, but accreditation for representatives of Pax Christi International 
must be done through the Pax Christi International Secretariat. 

Accreditation to HRC specific sessions 
 
Accreditation to HRC sessions, for which the HRC Secretariat is responsible, is encouraged in advance of HRC 
sessions. Information on accreditation for specific sessions will be made available in the lead-up to each ses-
sion as a link on the webpage of the relevant session. 
 
NGOs in consultative status with ECOSOC wishing to accredit representatives to sessions of the Human Rights 
Council should fax a request for accreditation to  
 
The letter requesting accreditation should contain the following elements: 
• It should be submitted on the official letterhead of the organization; 

• It should clearly state the title and duration of the session the organization wishes to attend, e.g. 
"Name of NGO, in consultative status with ECOSOC, wishes to send the following members to attend the 
[ insert relevant session number] session of the HRC ([ insert dates of session ])..."; 

• The letter needs to be signed by the President or the Main Representative of the organization; 

• It should also indicate the name/s (first name and family name) of the person/s who will represent the 
organization at the HRC session: 

• Names of persons must appear exactly as they appear in the ID document, 
• Family Name(s) have to be capitalized . 
• Annual or temporary NGO representatives in possession of an identity badge issued by UNOG Security 

and Safety Section, and valid for the duration of the session, will have unrestricted access to the confer-
ence rooms. 

• Any other participants without a UNOG identity badge should apply in person to the security entrance 
at Pregny Gate , 8 - 14 Avenue de la Paix; on presentation of an identity document and a copy of the 
letter of accreditation faxed by the concerned NGO, a photo-badge valid for the duration of the Council 
session will be issued. 

 
Assistance for requesting travel visas 

 
Upon request, the United Nations Office at Geneva (UNOG) NGO Liaison Office (not the HRC Secretariat) 
may issue relevant 'attestation of accreditation' for visa application purposes. In order to obtain such an at-
testation, NGOs enjoying consultative status with ECOSOC should explicitly indicate their need in the ac-
creditation request faxed to the HRC Secretariat. The latter will accordingly transmit the request to the 
UNOG Liaison Office which will issue the attestation and transmit it to the concerned NGO headquarters.  
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Written and Oral Submissions to a 
U.N. Human Rights Council Session 

 The procedures for submitting written and oral information have changed little in the 
switch from the U.N. Human Right Commission to the Council.  Both procedures have ei-
ther  word or time limits, and the NGO should consult the Council's website for these limits 
and for the most recent information regarding a given session.  There is also a detailed web-
page explaining the format and procedures, and supplying the necessary forms for written 
submissions referenced in the bibliography.  There are strict deadlines for submissions; if 
you work on pertinent issues and would like to make a written and oral submission, please 
contact Pax Christi International no later than three weeks in advance 

Oral statements   

Accredited NGOs may make oral statements under 
substantive items of the HRC agenda. Modalities for 
NGO oral interventions are posted on the HRC Extra-
net page, under the NGO Liaison information page. 
Copies of the Modalities are also made available at 
the list of speakers' desk, and at the NGO liaison of-
fice during HRC sessions. 

The list of speakers' desk is located inside the plenary 
room. NGOs can only be (pre-) registered by persons 
holding a badge of the concerned NGO. 

In order to facilitate the participation of NGOs not 
based/represented in Geneva/Switzerland, pre-
inscription by electronic mail is allowed as soon as the 
List of Speakers opens in the plenary room. Pre-
inscription forms should be emailed to 
hrcngo@ohchr.org . All electronic pre-inscriptions and 
pre-registrations made at the list of speakers' desk, as 
well as the relevant speaker's name should be con-
firmed in person in the 24 hours preceding the 
relevant meeting at the list of speakers' desk. 

Inscription forms will be made available on the rele-
vant webpage of each session in the lead-up to the 
session. 

Please note that 25 copies of the oral statement 
are to be provided to the UN Conference Ser-
vice at the beginning of the relevant meeting. Con-
ference Service staff can be approached in the mid-
dle of the plenary room. Photocopiers are available 
near the plenary room. 

To take the floor, NGO speakers should use the con-
ference-table seat reserved for that purpose. 

Additional copies of NGO oral statements may be 
placed by NGOs only on the tables at the back of 

the plenary room, after delivery of the relevant 
statement. NGOs are not permitted to distrib-
ute documents, pamphlets or any other mate-
rial in the conference room. Reserved desks are 
available outside the plenary room for display of 
documentation, clearly attributable to NGOs in con-
sultative status with ECOSOC. 
 

NGO written statements 

NGOs in consultative status with ECOSOC may sub-
mit written statements relevant to the work of the 
Human Rights Council (in accordance with para-
graphs 36 and 37 of ECOSOC resolution 1996/31) 
ahead of the relevant session. 

The HRC Secretariat wishes to draw the attention of 
NGOs to ECOSOC resolution 1996/31, which author-
izes written statements of: a) 2,000 words for NGOs 
in general consultative status; and b) 1,500 words for 
NGOs in special consultative status and on the roster. 

Please kindly note that a deadline for the submis-
sion of written statements for a given session is gener-
ally set some two weeks before the beginning of the 
session . The HRC Secretariat will not be able to en-
sure the timely circulation of written statements late 
in submission. Specific deadlines are identified in the 
information note for NGOs issued ahead of each ses-
sion. 

NGO written statements are to be submitted in ac-
cordance with the guidelines for the submission of 
NGO written statements.   
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NGO Parallel Events 
 During a Council session, NGO’s with consultative status are permitted to hold paral-
lel events.  Pax Christi International is able to host these events and encourages its member 
organizations to contact its office well in advance if interested in organizing a parallel event.   
These events offer NGO’s a forum where they can “engage in dialogue with other NGO’s, 
states, and other stakeholders,” addressing issues relevant to the session being held. 
 NGO parallel events are often  held during lunches or time that is otherwise in the pe-
riphery of the session.  The U.N. provides rooms for parallel events without charge on a 
first-come first-serve basis.  NGO’s may invite individuals who are not accredited to attend 
the larger session into these events, but the Council secretariat and the Pregny security office 
must receive the list of attendees 48 hours before the event. 
 NGO’s may also co-sponsor parallel events.  The request form for co-sponsorship, as 
well as other information, is located on the Council’s website.  The Council NGO Liaison 
Office will be available to help NGO’s navigate this process. 

Room-bookings/side events 
Accredited NGOs may organize parallel events of relevance to the work of the HRC, taking into account 
availability of rooms. 
 
Reservation forms will be made available on the relevant webpage of each session in the lead-up to the 
session. 
 
The NGO in charge of organizing the parallel event may invite guests not accredited to the HRC session to 
be present at their meeting. The concerned NGO is requested to provide the HRC Secretariat, with a 
complete list of its guests at least 48 hours prior to the day of the meeting. Accordingly, "Parallel 
Event" photo-badges will be issued on the day of the scheduled event, at the "Pregny Gate" security en-
trance, upon presentation of a valid identification paper. 
 
Please be advised that the Secretariat does not provide interpretation for NGOs' parallel events. NGOs 
may bring their own interpreters, if they so wish, and inform the HRC Secretariat accordingly ahead of 
time. It is reminded that the use of cameras/videos during parallel events is not encouraged. Only journal-
ists and camerapeople accredited on a yearly basis with UNOG are allowed to use camera and video 
equipment 
 
Direct room bookings to the Civil Society Unit. 

Contacting Special Rapporteurs 
 In the Council, there are special rapporteurs who hold responsibility for a particular 
issue, situation, or geographic area.  These mandate-holders are expected to be experts and 
advisors within their particular field and are a good resource for NGO’s wishing to draw at-
tention to an issue or initiate dialogue.  More information can be found online, on the Coun-
cil Extranet, and in the “United Nations Special Procedures: Facts and Figures 2008” publi-
cation. A list of special rapporteurs is included in the appendix 
 To contact a special rapporteur, use the following: 
 
  Email: SPDInfo@ohchr.org (general inquiries and information) 
    urgent-action@ohchr.org (individual cases/complaints only) 
  Fax: +41 (0)22 917 90 06 
  Post: Quick Response Desk 
   Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights 
   Palais des Nations 
   8–14, avenue de la Paix 
   CH–1211 Geneva 10 - Switzerland 
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Universal Periodic Review  
(UPR) Mechanism 

 The UPR Mechanism is one of the main features of the new Council.  Under UPR, 
every member state has their human rights record  reviewed once every four years.  Within 
the UPR mechanism, NGO’s are able to submit their direct and indirect experiences of the 
human rights situation in any given country 
 While the UPR process is less restrictive than the format for general complaints, the 
Council encourages NGO’s to submit factual accounts, preferably first-hand experiences or 
information from experts.  NGO’s are permitted to submit documents of up to five pages in 
length that cover a maximum of a four year time period.  Joint submissions may be up to ten 
pages.  Directness and brevity are key, as the information from all stakeholders is then sum-
marized in a ten page document. 
 Several documents explicating the UPR process are available in the appendix.   Other 
information, including preparation of information Guidelines (Decision 6/102), is referenced 
in the appendix.  The most timely and relevant information can be found on the Council’s 
website.  Please contact the Pax Christi International office if you have material pertinent to 
a country under UPR. 

Urgent Actions and 
Informal Advocacy 

 Beyond the formal procedures listed above, NGO’s have access to many informal and 
unofficial tools for advocacy.  From Urgent Actions—large-scale mailing and telephone 
aimed at drawing an influential individual’s attention to an issue—to personal meetings with 
officials, public demonstrations, and other events, the scope of an NGO’s efforts are only 
limited by their creativity.  Urgent Action campaigns are one of the simplest and easiest 
forms of unofficial advocacy. 
 To  initiate an Urgent Action campaign, NGO’s should identify the individuals who 
wield the most responsibility and/or influence over the issue at hand.  The issue should be 
very specific, and the NGO should encourage concerned and affected parties to write, call, or 
contact the influential persons.  The letters, calls, and meetings should be courteous, directly 
and concisely identifying the problem and requesting specific action. 
 Informal advocacy can offer a flexibility and, sometimes, a greater voice to NGO’s 
wishing to call attention to certain issues that do not receive enough attention through formal 
submissions.  While they require greater creativity and may be harder to implement success-
fully, the tools of informal advocacy can sometimes be even more effective than official pro-
cedures.  Pax Christi International encourages its member organizations to explore the many 
different options for human rights advocacy when addressing an issue or case. 
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Other Formal Avenues 
 There are a variety of other formal avenues available for advocacy in the Council.  
Many of these other processes operate in a similar manner to those already addressed in this 
document.  Consult Appendix B for a table comprehensively detailing the Council’s mecha-
nisms and opportunity for civil society involvement.  Contact Pax Christi International or 
visit the Council’s website for more information 
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