
















I N T E R N AT I O N A L  S E RV I C E  F O R  H U M A N  R I G H T S   7

H U M A N  R I G H T S  C O U N C I L  R E V I E W

Both the Third Committee and the Council are subsidiary bodies of the General Assembly. In many instances their work is 
duplicative, with both bodies discussing and adopting similar thematic resolutions. States could thus consider how the Third 
Committee’s work could complement and add value to that of the Council. However, the risk here is that some States, which 
consider the Council’s UPR process as the only appropriate forum for consideration of country situations,53 may use any such 
discussion to challenge adoption of country specific resolutions at the General Assembly.

One outcome of the review should be the clarification of reporting lines from the Council to the General Assembly.54 Since the 
Council’s creation, States have disagreed on this topic and have engaged in contentious debates each year on which body should 
consider the Council’s annual report.55 Some States56 prefer the Council to report directly to the General Assembly plenary, in 
line with its status, whereas others favour it reporting to the Third Committee.57

To reflect the letter and spirit of Resolution 60/251, the Council should report to the General Assembly plenary. This would affirm 
its status as the premier human rights organ of the UN system, and allow the Third Committee’s highly politicised environment 
to be circumvented. This would avoid the risk of the Third Committee ‘reopening’ Council decisions, but at the same time mat-
ters that would benefit from further expert discussion could still be delegated by the plenary to the Third Committee. 

Financing of the Council’s work
If the Council were to report to the plenary it would also reinforce the General Assembly’s financial responsibility to support 
the work of the Council and its mechanisms. Only the General Assembly has the authority to approve the allocation of finan-
cial resources to implement Council recommendations. However, in recent years, the General Assembly has not allocated the 
appropriate funds to implement some recommendations.58 Although politics in the Third Committee is no doubt playing a role 
in stalling the approval of funds, the weak support of some Council members for its own recommendations has also likely influ-
enced this outcome.59

Another related budget problem is the reporting cycle of the Council, which is not in sync with that of the General Assembly.60 
As a result, some Council recommendations have been shelved.61 The review process presents a valuable opportunity to correct 
this timetabling problem. 

CONCLUSION

The review of the Council’s status provides a unique opportunity for States to demonstrate the political will to raise human rights 
to the priority accorded them in the UN Charter. Although this political will was reaffirmed at the World Summit in 2005 when 
the Council was first conceived, the review provides a welcome opportunity to realise the full potential of Resolution 60/251 for 
a stronger and more effective human rights body. Now is the time for States to commit to and take steps to ensure that neither 
politicisation nor a sense of rivalry between Geneva and New York hamper their negotiations. It is also the time for States to 
make good on their promises to work in partnership with civil society at the UN, by putting in place meaningful opportunities 
for civil society participation in the deliberations that will shape the future of the Council.  ■

Council should have with the General Assembly’s Third Committee.
53	 This position is based on the argument that only the UPR process promotes the principles of ‘objectivity, non-selectivity and equal treatment of all states’.
54	 Joint letter, June 15, from the President of the General Assembly and the President of the Council to Permanent Missions in New York. In the letter, 

the presidents state that the review process offers ‘a unique opportunity to make the reporting line between the Human Rights Council and the 
General Assembly more regular, clear and transparent, in full respect of the role of the General Assembly and the mandate of the Human Rights 
Council’, http://bit.ly/cvSrrI. 

55	 In the previous two years, the General Assembly, while stipulating its decisions would not set a precedent, has allocated the Council’s annual 
report to the Third Committee for action on the recommendations, and the General Assembly plenary to consider the report as a whole. More 
detailed reports on these developments at the 64th and 63rd sessions of the General Assembly are available at http://bit.ly/a6hqCi. 

56	 The EU, Japan, Lichtenstein, and New Zealand.
57	 The African Group, Cuba, Russian Federation, US, and China. One argument of these States is that the Third Committee, rather than the plenary, 

has the human rights expertise to address the relevant issues and recommendations in the Council’s report.
58	 The General Assembly’s practice of only ‘taking note’ of the annual report of the Council and ‘acknowledging’ its recommendations, rather than 

‘welcoming’ and ‘endorsing them’ respectively, has been interpreted as an insufficient level of support to warrant the allocation of funds. General 
Assembly Resolution 64/143 (2009) and Resolution 63/160, available at http://bit.ly/U53GO. 

59	 For example, the General Assembly has not approved the funds to implement a 2008 Council decision, which calls for the establishment and resourcing 
of an Office of the President of the Human Rights Council. In 2009, at the initiative of Switzerland, the General Assembly (Resolution 64/144) requested 
that the Council ‘address the question of the establishment and the modalities’ of such an office as part of its review of its work and functioning.

60	 The Council’s reporting cycle is July-June each year. In the General Assembly, for budgetary purposes, each budgetary biennium operates along 
a January-December basis.

61	 The Council’s annual report (adopted at its June session) only reaches the General Assembly plenary in December. Technically, this means that 
Council resolutions adopted at and subsequent to its September session have to wait until the General Assembly session the following year for 
endorsement and related funding. This delay has sometimes resulted in the recommendations of those sessions being considered ‘earlier’ than 
the General Assembly would have considered them. However, where this has not been possible, ‘creative’ interim funding arrangements have had 
to be found, or the recommendations have been shelved.


