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Urgent Need to Reinforce the UN Treaty
Bodies

to: Mr Volker Turk,

United Nations

High Commissioner for Human Rights
ohchr-InfoDesk@un.org

Dear High Commissioner,

We are Armenian, Azerbaijani, Belarusian, Bulgarian,
Canadian, Dutch, Georgian, German, Kazakhstani,
Kyrgyzstani, Lithuanian, Moldovian, Norwegian, Russian,
Tajikistani, Turkmenistani and international civil society
organisations who are calling for systemic changes in the
handling of individual communications to the UN Treaty
Bodies to effectively address human rights violations.
This comes as a result of significant challenges faced

by the Treaty Body system in addressing individual
communications in a timely fashion, that are likely

to be exacerbated in the coming months.
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We have witnessed a devastating human rights crisis

in Ukraine since the full-scale military invasion of 24 February
2022. The UN Independent International Commission

of Inquiry on Ukraine issued a report confirming numerous
human rights violations in Ukraine committed by Russia.
Similar findings were made by the UN Human Rights
Monitoring Mission in Ukraine.

Additionally, Russian civil society representatives have been
documenting widespread human rights violations committed
against activists, human rights defenders and journalists

in Russia before and especially after 24 February 2022. The
situation with regards to human rights in Russia, in general,
continues to deteriorate. With regard to the prohibition

of torture, Russia consistently is in the first place on number
of judgments issued by the European Court of Human Rights.
In 2022, a coalition of 12 Russian society organizations
prepared three reports on the state of human rights in Russia
ahead of the UN Human Rights Committee review.

Previously, the most sought after international remedy for
violations committed by the Russian authorities was the
European Court of Human Rights. According to the statistics
from the European Court of Human Rights, a fifth of all
judgments delivered in 2021 concerned Russia. As already
highlighted by the Human Rights Council Resolution,

17450 complaints against the Russian Federation are still
pending before the ECtHR.

On 16 March 2022, the Committee of Ministers of the
Council of Europe decided to exclude Russia with immediate
effect. The Russian Federation ceased to be a High
Contracting Party to the European Convention on Human
Rights on 16 September 2022. This means the impossibility
to apply to the ECtHR on the violations committed after this
date. Thus, victims are now turning to the UN mechanisms
to obtain remedies.


https://www.ohchr.org/en/press-releases/2022/10/un-commission-has-found-array-war-crimes-violations-human-rights-and
https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/documents/countries/ua/2022-09-23/ReportUkraine-1Feb-31Jul2022-en.pdf
https://reports.ovd.info/information-human-rights-situation-russia-osces-moscow-mechanism#10
https://reports.ovd.info/no-to-war-en#1
https://reports.ovd.info/information-russian-federation-134th-session-un-human-rights-committee#1
https://www.echr.coe.int/Documents/Facts_Figures_2021_ENG.pdf
https://www.echr.coe.int/Documents/Facts_Figures_2021_ENG.pdf
https://undocs.org/Home/Mobile?FinalSymbol=A/HRC/RES/51/25&Language=E&DeviceType=Desktop&LangRequested=False

Complaints from Russia will inevitably choke the

UN human rights system unless substantial reform

is applied and more resources are obtained. We believe
that your Office is not adequately equipped to process

a higher number of Russian language complaints to the
UN Treaty Bodies, which would jeopardize the right

to an effective international remedy.

The insufficient capacity of your Office to deal with individual
communications to UNTBs has been called out and
documented for years. For example, in 2006 the UN High
Commissioner for Human Rights proposed creating a unified
standing Treaty Body to deal with, in particular, a backlog
problem. It was again emphasised by the Office of Internal
Oversight Services in two reports of 2017 and 2021, and,
more recently, by a group of 42 States in May 2022, by the
Chairs of the treaty bodies in June 2022 and by the
Secretary-General in August 2022.

This problem will affect victims of human rights violations
from other UN member states, submitted in Russian
language, in particular from Belarus. Repression here has
continued unabated for many years and has been particularly
harsh since August 2020. Before the suppression of peaceful
protests in 2020, Belarusians had filed more than

300 complaints to the Human Rights Committee. Today, this
figure is almost twice higher. Belarusian and international
human rights NGOs, the UN Special Rapporteur on the
human rights situation in Belarus and the OHCHR
Investigation on Belarus have documented numerous
instances of arbitrary detention, torture, and extrajudicial
execution. Notwithstanding that Belarusian government has
decided to withdraw from the Optional Protocol to the
ICCPR, effective processing of filed individual
communications is still important for victims and Belarus civil
society.
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The existing backlog, which currently stands

at 1300 registered complaints in the Human Rights
Committee alone, does not allow the processing of these
cases in a timely manner. Even now, the average period for
consideration of an individual complaint is 5-6 years, and

it can only increase with a substantial number of new
complaints. A distinctive burden will inevitably fall on the
Russian-speaking staff of the OHCHR Petitions and Urgent
Action Section (PUAS), which handles individual
communications to UNTBs. Given that this staff is limited
to a team of less than 20 professionals, this will rapidly lead
to dismal consequences for both the system and the victims.

We therefore call on the UN High Commissioner to urgently
take specific steps to increase the capacity of the UN Treaty
Bodies to deal with individual complaints effectively.

In this regard, we would like to ask the UN High
Commissioner:

1. To provide an assessment of the growth potential of the
number of communications in Russian to the Petitions Unit,
its impact on the speed of handling communications

in Russian, and the PUAS’s ability to cope with complaints
in the short to medium term.

2. To seek dedicated funding to increase the staff of Treaty
Bodies and provide them with the necessary resources
to cope with the growing number of complaints.

3. To undertake a far reaching and sturdy digital uplift as part
of a wider reform of the working methods of the PUAS

to reduce the existing backlog, as pledged, yet not
implemented in the previous two aforementioned reviews

of the Office of Internal Oversight Services.



More to read

The strangling of Crimea
Denis Shedov and Dan Storyev explain how the repression
in occupied Crimea was structured and how it evolved
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