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Abstract

Created in 2006, the HRC is an intergovernmental body composed of 47 member
states elected for three-year terms. Its mandate is to promote and protect
human rights, address violations, and develop new international norms.
Alongside states, non-governmental organizations (NGOs) play an essential
role: holding ECOSOC consultative status, they actively participate in the
Council’'s public sessions and in its associated mechanisms such as the Universal
Periodic Review (UPR) and the Special Procedures.

As emphasized by Mr Pape Moustapha K. Sonko, Human Rights Officer at the
Office of the President of the HRC:

Objectives

This study examines the role and impact of NGOs within the HRC through an
analysis of the institutional mechanisms that structure their participation, as
well as the structural limitations they face. The analysis draws on extensive desk
research and a qualitative inquiry conducted among accredited NGO
representatives and members of the HRC Secretariat, through semi-structured
interviews held during the 60th session of the Council in Geneva.

Two case studies illustrate this contribution:

e The mobilization of the Special Procedures by Justice for All International
(JPTi) to denounce political repression in Uzbekistan.

e The use of the Complaint Procedure by the Sikh Federation (UK) to expose
transnational repression following the assassination of activist Hardeep Singh
Nijjar in Canada.

These examples demonstrate how NGOs can transform institutional participation
into levers for advocacy, accountability, and tangible protection, while also
highlighting persistent inequalities in access, resources, and security that
continue to hinder fully inclusive participation at the Council.


https://www.linkedin.com/in/papa-moustapha-k-sonko-78052a13/overlay/about-this-profile/
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NGO participation mechanisms

The participation of non-governmental organizations (NGOs) in the Human
Rights Council is based on a set of institutional mechanisms allowing them to
contribute to the Council’'s work, raise awareness of violations, and influence
policy and normative processes.
This section outlines these mechanisms and the main avenues of action available
to NGOs within the HRC.

1.1 Table of mechanisms

Type of
mechanism

Role and actions
of NGOs

Participation
modalities

Expected effects
/ Potential
impact

Formal access
to sessions

Observe debates,
register on speakers’
lists, deliver oral or
written statements

Plenary sessions,
interactive dialogues,
thematic panels

Increase visibility,
challenge state
narratives, frame
discussions

Written
submissions

Submit memos,
analytical notes, or
alerts to the
Secretariat,
Presidency, or OHCHR

Online e-submissions
or targeted emails

Contribute to official
documentation,
propose new actions

Side events

Organize or co-
sponsor panels,
expert testimonies, or
awareness campaigns

Booking via Indico, co-
sponsoring with
states or NGOs

Build coalitions,
media visibility,
networking

Informal
consultations

Participate in informal
resolution
discussions, briefings,
bilateral
lobbying

Before and during
sessions; via HRC
Extranet
announcements

Influence draft
resolutions, propose
amendments and
compromises




The figure below illustrates the layout of the Human Rights Council chamber in
Geneva, where NGOs delivered their oral statements during the 60th session.

It highlights the spatial organization of the room, including the dedicated seating
areas for speaking NGOs positioned near the speakers’ podium, the general NGO
section, Member States and Observers’ seats, as well as the press and interpreters’
zones. This configuration reflects the Council’'s commitment to inclusive
participation and transparency, allowing NGOs to engage in the deliberation
process alongside Member States directly.

Figure 1. Room layout of the Human Rights Council during its 60th session in
Geneva. Author: Alessandro Cortese.
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Beyond the formal sessions, NGOs also contribute year-round to the HRC’s work through
permanent mechanisms that provide opportunities for technical input, documentation, and

follow-up.
Type of Role and actions of Participation Expected Effects /
Mechanism NGOs modalities Potential Impact

Universal Periodic
Review (UPR)

Draft alternative
“shadow” reports,
country briefs, and
follow-up reviews

Online submission of

“Other Stakeholders”

reports; participation
during adoption

Generate precise
recommendations;
strengthen
accountability

Special
Procedures

Submit
communications
(urgent
appeals/allegation
letters), provide
thematic input,
facilitate country visits

Collaboration with
mandate holders (60
mandates: 46
thematic,

14 country-specific)

Early warning, norm
development, public
pressure

Advisory
Committee

Provide analyses, data,
and study proposals

Written contributions
and exchanges with
the 18 independent

experts

Influence thematic
priorities and
analytical outputs

Complaint
Procedure

Document persistent
patterns of violations;
submit cases for
confidential review

Communications
examined by the
Working Group on
Communications and
the Working Group on
Situations

Recognition of
systemic violations
and possible Council
review

Coordination &
Tools

Use of tracking
databases (ISHR
Academy, UPR Info DB);
follow-up matrices

Training sessions,
data sharing, online
coordination

Greater efficiency and
message coherence

Protection &
Reprisals

Report intimidation or
retaliation related to
UN cooperation

Confidential
mechanisms
(President, ASG, San
José Guidelines)

Prevention and
protection of human
rights defenders

Financial Support

Benefit from funding
for LDCs and SIDS
participation

LDC/SIDS Trust Fund
(Res. 49/32);
scholarships and
logistics

Partial correction of
access inequalities




1.2 Major leverage points for impact

Beyond their participation in sessions and permanent mechanisms, certain
platforms offer NGOs more direct strategic influence over the Council’s policies
and norms. Among these leverage points, two mechanisms stand out for their
scope and their capacity to translate field observations into concrete actions for
accountability and reform: the Universal Periodic Review (UPR) and the
Special Procedures of the Human Rights Council.

1.2.1 The Universal Periodic Review (UPR)

The Universal Periodic Review (UPR) aims to regularly and universally assess
the extent to which all UN Member States respect their human rights obligations
and commitments. NGOs play a crucial role at three main stages:

1. Upstream, they prepare alternative reports (shadow reports) or information
briefs presenting verifiable facts, disaggregated data, and SMART (Specific,
Measurable, Achievable, Relevant, Time-bound) recommendations.

These documents, subject to strict length limits, help prioritize key issues and
provide a critical reading of State reports.

2. During the review, although NGOs cannot speak directly before the Working
Group, they exert indirect influence by conducting targeted advocacy with
diplomatic delegations so that their recommendations are incorporated into
States’ interventions during the interactive dialogue.

3. Downstream, NGOs monitor the implementation of recommendations
through mid-term reports, National Mechanisms for Reporting and Follow-up
(NMRFs), and multi-stakeholder national consultations.

1.2.2 The Special Procedures of the Human Rights
Council

As of 1 January 2025, the Special Procedures comprise 60 active mandates,
46 thematic and 14 country-specific. These mandates are carried out by
independent experts appointed by the Council based on criteria of
competence, impartiality, and equitable geographical distribution. They present
annual thematic and country reports to the Human Rights Council, and, for
some mandates, to the UN General Assembly.



Non-governmental organizations are key actors within the Special Procedures system,
participating at every stage of the process. Their contributions take four main forms:

Triggering and documenting communications
Local NGOs are often the first to report human rights violations. They provide reliable
and verified information to mandate holders, who may then decide to issue an Urgent
Appeal (UA) or an Allegation Letter (AL) to the relevant authorities. These
communications may address individual violations (e.g., arbitrary detention, enforced
disappearances, gender-based violence) or systemic issues (e.g., repression of
demonstrations, environmental harm).
The role of NGOs is crucial here: they act as early warning sensors, enabling the UN
system to respond before situations deteriorate further.

Logistical and substantive support for country visits
During official missions, mandate holders meet not only with national authorities and
institutions but also with representatives of civil society.NGOs often ensure logistics,
facilitate interviews, and secure testimonies, while protecting victims and human
rights defenders. After the visits, they contribute to disseminating and monitoring the
implementation of recommendations through awareness campaigns or political
dialogues with governments.

Contributing to studies and normative development
NGOs regularly submit written observations and input during consultations led by
mandate holders for the preparation of thematic reports. These contributions
influence the formulation of guiding principles, policy recommendations, and general
comments interpreting existing international norms (Mihr, 2018; OHCHR, 2024).
For instance, environmental NGOs contributed to the development of the report on
the right to a clean, healthy, and sustainable environment (Report of Special
Rapporteur David Boyd, A/HRC/49/53).

- Awareness-raising and advocacy in Geneva

Once reports are presented before the Council, NGOs organize side events or
diplomatic briefings to support mandate holders’ conclusions and encourage States
to act upon them. They thus play a mediating role between the UN system and local
realities, translating technical report language into accessible policy
recommendations.



1.3 Complementary Mechanisms

1.3.1 The Human Rights Council Advisory Committee

The Advisory Committee is often referred to as the “think tank” of the Council.
Composed of 18 independent experts representing the five United Nations
regional groups, it functions as a subsidiary and technical body of the Human
Rights Council (HRC), responsible for providing in-depth analyses, proposals, and
studies on thematic issues (Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights,
2024).

The Committee operates mainly at the Council's request: it produces analytical
studies, research reports, and recommendations designed to inform political and
normative debates. NGOs interact with the Committee at two levels:

1. Upstream, by submitting information, empirical data, and case studies that
serve as the foundation for its work.

2. Downstream, by contributing to the dissemination and implementation of the
Committee’s conclusions and recommendations through academic networks or
national initiatives.

1.3.2 The Complaint Procedure

The Complaint Procedure is a confidential mechanism that enables the reporting of
grave, systematic, and proven human rights violations. Complaints may be
submitted by individuals, groups, or NGOs claiming to be victims themselves or to
have direct knowledge of such violations.
NGOs play a fundamental role in this process: they document cases, collect
testimonies, and support victims in drafting and submitting complaints, often with
the assistance of the OHCHR or specialized organizations such as the International
Service for Human Rights (ISHR).

REPORT, UNDERSTANDING NGO CONTRIBUTIONS AT o OCTOBER 2025
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Structural limitations to NGO
participation

Despite the diversity of mechanisms allowing non-governmental organizations
(NGOs) to engage with the Human Rights Council (HRC), their influence remains
constrained by a series of structural obstacles: institutional, financial, security-
related, and political. These limitations shape an unequal geography of
participation, where certain voices, particularly those from the Global South, still
struggle to be heard in Geneva’s multilateral arenas.

2.1 Restricted and asymmetric institutional
access

One of the main barriers lies in the requirement for consultative status with
ECOSOC, a prerequisite for official participation in HRC sessions. While this
system ensures a degree of institutional credibility and traceability, it de facto
excludes many local, emerging, or community-based NGOs that are nonetheless
active in documenting and defending human rights on the ground.

Obtaining this status, managed by the ECOSOC Committee on NGOs, involves a
long, demanding, and at times politicized process. Several organizations critical of
Member States represented on the Committee see their applications deferred or
rejected, raising questions about the selective governance of participation
(ECOSOC, 2024).

This situation creates a representation bias within the Council: international NGOs
with strong administrative resources and diplomatic networks tend to dominate
the discussion, while grassroots voices remain marginalized.

2.2 Financial and logistical constraints

The Council’s location in Geneva poses a major challenge for many NGOs. The
high costs of travel, accommodation, and visas represent significant financial
barriers, particularly for organizations from Least Developed Countries (LDCs) and
Small Island Developing States (SIDS).

These constraints limit their physical presence, reduce the frequency of their
interventions, and create a persistent North-South asymmetry in effective
participation. To address these challenges, the Council adopted Resolution 49/32
(2022), strengthening the Voluntary Trust Fund for technical assistance to support
the participation of LDCs and SIDS in HRC sessions.



The fund provides fellowships covering travel and subsistence costs, yet its scope
remains limited number of beneficiaries is marginal compared to the growing
demand.

This dependence on support mechanisms reflects a continuing tension between
the Council’s aspiration to universality and the structural inequalities that
condition access to the UN stage.

2.5 Political and security risks

Another major obstacle stems from the risk of reprisals faced by NGOs and human
rights defenders cooperating with the Council’s mechanisms.

These reprisals take various forms: intimidation, surveillance, arbitrary detention,
travel restrictions, or public stigmatization.

The Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR) has established
Prevention and follow-up procedures: the President of the Council may use his or
her good offices to raise concerns with the States involved, while persistent cases
are referred to the UN Assistant Secretary-General for Human Rights for further
action.

Additionally, the San José Guidelines set standards for the protection of
individuals cooperating with UN treaty bodies. However, implementation remains
uneven and largely dependent on States’ voluntary cooperation. This weakens
the confidence of local actors and restricts the freedom of expression of NGOs
(OHCHR, 2024).

2.4 Politicization and institutional saturation

The functioning of the Council also reflects polarized political dynamics. Debates
are frequently shaped by geopolitical and diplomatic divisions, leading to the
politicization of interventions and saturation of speakers’ lists.

Speaking time allocated to NGOs is strictly limited, often to two minutes per
statement, which constrains their ability to articulate arguments and reduces their
media visibility.

Moreover, the proliferation of sessions and the expansion of thematic agendas
tend to exhaust the human and financial capacities of NGOs, which struggle to
follow all of the Council’'s proceedings.

Finally, NGOs’ structural dependence on external funding, whether public or
private, can influence their priorities and potentially weaken their perceived
independence. This paradox between autonomy and financial survival fuels
ongoing debates about the legitimacy and representativeness of non-state actors
in multilateral forums (Mihr, 2018; ISHR, 2023).
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Case Studies

3.1 Mobilizing UN Special Procedures to
protect political opposition figures and civil
society actors in Uzbekistan

In Uzbekistan, freedom of association, the creation of independent political parties,
and the expression of criticism toward the government remain severely restricted.
Despite official rhetoric on reform, the authorities continue to deny legal recognition
to new parties and exert pressure, surveillance, and reprisals against any attempt to
organize structured opposition.

In this context, members of the Social Democratic Party of Uzbekistan (SDPU),
particularly Khidirnazar Allakulov, a prominent opposition figure, have been
subjected to threats, harassment, judicial control, and other forms of intimidation,
reflecting a systemic pattern of restrictions on political participation and human
rights defense.

In July 2022, the NGO Justice for All International (JPTi) submitted an official
communication to the mandate holders of the UN Human Rights Council’s Special
Procedures, documenting a systematic pattern of violations targeting political
opponents and civil society actors in Uzbekistan, including Allakulov. This initiative
illustrates how NGOs can trigger and structure the intervention of the UN system to
expose serious violations, thereby amplifying their impact chain and demonstrating
the central role of Special Procedures in ensuring the effective protection of human
rights defenders.

Relying on its access to the Special Procedures, JPTi submitted detailed information
concerning cases of arbitrary detention, harassment, surveillance, and political
restrictions targeting opposition members and SDPU activists.

After review, three mandateholders, the Special Rapporteur on the rights to freedom
of peaceful assembly and association, the Working Group on Arbitrary Detention,
and the Special Rapporteur on freedom of expression, issued a joint communication
known as an Allegation Letter (AL UZB 3/2023).



This letter called on the Uzbek authorities to end reprisals and comply with their
international obligations.

This sequence illustrates the concrete use of the UA/AL communication
mechanism by NGOs, combining early alert, documentation, public pressure, and
normative influence. NGOs provide reliable and verified information to mandate
holders, who may then decide to issue an Urgent Appeal (UA) or an Allegation
Letter (AL) to the concerned authorities.

JPTi adopted a hybrid methodology that combined several key components:

o Systematic collection of testimonies and empirical data following UN standards
(traceability, reliability, confidentiality), reinforced through coalition-building and
the co-organization of side events and diplomatic briefings to maximize visibility
and momentum.

o Sustained follow-up after the communication’s publication, including advocacy
with diplomatic missions, dissemination of mandate holder recommendations,
and preparation of alternative reports for the Universal Periodic Review (UPR).

e This approach positions NGOs as early warning actors, increasing pressure on
States to end impunity and fostering the creation of transnational advocacy
coalitions.

For this case, the expected results included:

o Greater international visibility and heightened diplomatic pressure on
Uzbekistan, bringing the issue to both national and multilateral agendas.

e Institutional recognition of repression patterns, supporting targeted
recommendations and follow-up mechanisms within HRC bodies.

e Enhanced protection of human rights defenders and civil society actors, both
through deterrence and symbolic support against reprisals and, in the longer
term, improvements in governance consistent with SDG 16 and the International
Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR).



Case Studies

3.2 Using the UN Complaint Procedure to
denounce transnational repression

The case of Mr Hardeep Singh Nijjar illustrates how the Sikh Federation used UN
mechanisms to respond to acts of political repression against members of the Sikh
diaspora. Mr Nijjar.A recognized Sikh leader and Canadian citizen associated with
the Khalistan independence movement was assassinated in June 2024 in Surrey,
Canada.

This event drew significant international attention, revealing both the risks faced by
diaspora activists and the reach of state actions beyond national borders. In
response, the Sikh Federation activated several international advocacy channels to
demand transparency and accountability.

Following the assassination, the Sikh Federation submitted a detailed complaint to
the UN Special Rapporteur on the promotion and protection of human rights and
fundamental freedoms while countering terrorism.

The submission included documented evidence of transnational threats and situated
Nijjar’s killing within a broader pattern of intimidation targeting Sikh activists abroad,
emphasizing the alleged involvement of the Indian government.

Six weeks later, the Special Rapporteur issued a 16-page official communication to
the Government of India, requesting clarification regarding the alleged links to the
attack and recalling the country’s international human rights obligations.

In parallel, for the first time, the Sikh Federation exercised its formal right to speak
before the Human Rights Council, during the time allocated to NGOs. This public
intervention allowed the organization to address Member States directly, call for
justice for Hardeep Singh Nijjar, and challenge official narratives regarding
transnational repression and diaspora activism.

"



By combining this formal intervention with participation in side events, contributions
to thematic consultations, and close support for victims and witnesses, the Sikh
Federation succeeded in placing the Nijjar case on the Council’'s agenda, while
strengthening international solidarity around threatened communities.

The Sikh Federation’s approach relied on an integrated strategy, combining urgent
evidence collection, coalition-building, and targeted diplomatic advocacy.
Its main actions included:

» Systematic collection of testimonies and documentary evidence from witnesses
and community members;

e Rigorous legal analysis consistent with the requirements of the Special
Procedures;

o Organization of multilateral events with partner NGOs to pool advocacy efforts
and bring the issue before other UN bodies;

» Establishment of security protocols for vulnerable families and witnesses.

The Sikh Federation also contributed to UN thematic consultations, ensuring that the
Nijjar case was referenced in reports addressing transnational repression and torture.

e Increased international visibility of the Nijjar case and formal recognition of
transnational repression within the UN system;

o Heightened diplomatic pressure on the Government of India, reflected in the
Special Rapporteur’s public communication;

e Strengthened the credibility and advocacy capacity of Sikh communities and
their allies in defending human rights;

o Broader inclusion of defenders’ and minorities’ protection in debates concerning
extraterritorial threats.

12
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Conclus

on

The analysis of the Human Rights Council’s various mechanisms demonstrates that
NGO participation extends far beyond mere observation of debates: it serves as a
vital channel for monitoring, advocacy, and normative innovation.

Through their ability to document violations, formulate concrete recommendations, and
mobilize institutional tools, from the UPR to Special Procedures and the Complaint
Procedure, NGOs directly contribute to strengthening State accountability and the
protection of human rights defenders.

The two case studies presented the mobilization of Special Procedures by Justice for All
International in Uzbekistan and the use of the Complaint Procedure by the Sikh
Federation in the Nijjar case, concretely illustrate how NGO expertise and perseverance
can transform spaces of participation into levers of political and diplomatic impact.

They also show that the effectiveness of such actions depends on a combination of
factors: the quality of documentation, coordination with other actors, and the
linkage between local advocacy and international visibility.

However, these positive dynamics remain unequally accessible. Financial constraints,
the risk of reprisals, and the politicization of processes continue to hinder full
participation by NGOs from the Global South or authoritarian contexts.

Strengthening inclusivity, security, and institutional recognition of non-state actors thus
appears essential for the Council to fully achieve its universal mandate.

Ultimately, the shift from participation to impact depends as much on the structural
opportunities offered by the UN system as on the strategic capacity of NGOs to seize
them to organize collectively and sustain the diplomatic pressure necessary to translate
universal human rights principles into tangible realities on the ground.
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Glossaire

« ECOSOC Consultative Status: Institutional recognition that allows an NGO to access UN
bodies, submit written statements, and deliver oral interventions during official sessions.

e Human Rights Council (HRC): An intergovernmental body of the United Nations
established in 2006, composed of 47 Member States, mandated to promote and protect
human rights worldwide.

» Informal Consultations: Non-public meetings between delegations, NGOs, and mandate
holders that allow for exchanges on draft resolutions and influence over their formulation.

« LDCs (Least Developed Countries): A category of States defined by the United Nations
based on economic, social, and structural criteria, benefiting from specific support
mechanisms.

e LDCs/SIDS Trust Fund: A financial mechanism established by HRC resolution 49/32 to
support the participation of NGOs from Least Developed Countries (LDCs) and Small
Island Developing States (SIDS) in Council sessions.

o Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR): The
administrative and technical secretariat of the Human Rights Council, providing logistical,
legal, and analytical support to States, NGOs, and mandate holders.

e San José Guidelines: A framework adopted by OHCHR in 2015 to prevent and address
cases of intimidation or reprisals against individuals cooperating with United Nations
mechanisms.

» SIDS (Small Island Developing States): A group of States particularly vulnerable to the
effects of climate change and economic shocks, receiving enhanced support in
multilateral forums.

» Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs): A universal agenda adopted by the United
Nations in 2015 comprising 17 goals aimed at ending poverty, protecting the planet, and
ensuring peace and prosperity by 2030.

e Urgent Appeal (UA): A communication issued by one or more Special Procedures
mandate holders to prevent or halt serious and imminent human rights violations.

e United Nations General Assembly (UNGA): The main deliberative body of the United
Nations, composed of all Member States, responsible for addressing major international
issues, including the promotion and protection of human rights.

« UNOG (United Nations Office at Geneva): The United Nations’ European headquarters,
hosting the Human Rights Council and serving as a major hub for UN activities in Europe.
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