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Engaging with National
Human Rights
Institutions (NHRI)
What is it?
National Human Rights Institutions (NHRIs) are independent state bodies with a constitutional or legislative
mandate to protect and promote human rights. NHRIs
include human rights commissions, human rights institutes, ombudspersons and defensorías. While the
specific mandate of NHRIs may vary from country to
country, the general functions of NHRIs in relation to
human rights typically include: research and advice;
education and promotion; monitoring and reporting;
investigation; conciliation and remedies; cooperation
with national and international organizations; and interaction with the judiciary.142
According to the Danish Institute for Human Rights
(DIHR), “A key role of NHRIs is to monitor and measure
the national human rights situation against international human rights standards. NHRIs often prepare
annual status reports on the general human rights situation as well as analysis and research on specific human
rights topics. Many NHRIs have a strong focus on discrimination and inequalities and monitor the situation
of vulnerable and marginalised groups and particular
rights-holders. Internationally, NHRIs prepare “shadow
reports” for the Human Rights Council’s (HRC) Universal

Periodic Review (UPR) and treaty bodies.”143 As of 21
February 2018, there were 120 NHRIs accredited by the
Global Alliance of National Human Rights Institutions
(GANHRI).144

Why is it important?
Given the explicit linkages between human rights and
the SDGs outlined in the 2030 Agenda,145 NHRIs can play
an important role in promoting accountability for the
2030 Agenda by using their existing mandate. The 2015
Mérida Declaration on the Role of National Human Rights
Institutions in implementing the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development146 – adopted by the International
Coordinating Committee of NHRIs, now GANHRI – outlines the functions and activities that NHRIs can
undertake in order to contribute to a human-rights
based approach to the 2030 Agenda. The Mérida Declaration recognizes NHRIs as “uniquely placed to play a
bridging role between stakeholders and promote transparent, participatory, and inclusive national processes
of implementation and monitoring” of the 2030
Agenda.147
In particular, the Mérida Declaration emphasizes that
NHRIs are in a position to:

142 The Danish Institute for Human Rights (2016). Human Rights in Follow-up and Review p. 38.
143 Ibid
144 Global Alliance of National Human Rights Institutions (GANHRI) (2018). https://nhri.ohchr.org/EN/Documents/Status%20Accreditation%20Chart%20(21%20February%202018.pdf
145 According to DIHR, more than 90 per cent of the 169 SDG targets reflect core international human rights and labour standards. See: Danish Institute for Human Rights (2018). Human Rights and the 2030
Agenda for Sustainable Development: Lessons Learned and Next Steps, p. 4. https://www.humanrights.dk/sites/humanrights.dk/files/media/dokumenter/udgivelser/sdg/hr_and_2030_agenda-web_2018.
pdf
146 The Mérida Declaration: The Role of National Human Rights Institutions in implementing the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development (2015). https://nhri.ohchr.org/EN/ICC/InternationalConference/12IC/Background%20Information/Merida%20Declaration%20FINAL.pdf
147 The Mérida Declaration (2015). para. 15.
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• Provide advice to national and local governments,
rights-holders and others, to promote a humanrights based approach to implementing and
measuring the 2030 Agenda, including by assessing
the impact of laws, policies, programmes, national
development plans, administrative practices and
budgets;
• Promote transparent and inclusive processes for
participation and consultation with rights-holders
and civil society at all stages of implementation of the
2030 Agenda;
• Engage with all stakeholders to raise awareness,
build trust and promote dialogue and concerted
efforts for a human rights-based approach to SDG
implementation and monitoring, and safeguard
space for the engagement of rights-holders and civil
society;
• Assist in shaping national indicators and data collection systems, including by building on existing
international and regional human rights reporting
and monitoring mechanisms;
• Monitor progress at all levels to identify inequality
and discrimination, including through innovative and
participatory approaches to data-collection and monitoring;
• Engage with, and hold governments to account for
poor or uneven progress in implementation, including by reporting on SDG progress and obstacles to
parliaments, the general public, and national,
regional and international mechanisms;
• Respond to, conduct inquiries into, and investigate
allegations of rights violations in the context of development and SDG implementation; and
• Facilitate access to justice, redress and remedy for
those who experience abuse and violation of their
rights in the process of development, including by
receiving and processing complaints, where NHRIs
have such functions.148

While NHRIs have the potential to promote accountability for the SDGs, some NHRIs may face constraints due
to their restricted or limited mandates, lack of independence, limited technical capacity, and/or inadequate
financial and human resources.149 In response to these
limitations, the UN General Assembly adopted a resolution in December 2015 underlining the importance of
effective, independent and pluralistic NHRIs for sustainable development.150 In addition, the global indicator
selected to monitor SDG target 16.a in the 2030 Agenda
is the “existence of independent National Human Rights
Institutions in compliance with the Paris Principles,”151
which are the international benchmarks against which
NHRIs are accredited by GANHRI.

How can it be used?
The Paris Principles explicitly mandate NHRIs to work
closely with civil society, promoting cooperation and
coordination to enhance the protection and promotion
of human rights. In line with the Mérida Declaration,
there are a number of ways that CSOs can engage with
NHRIs to promote accountability for the 2030 Agenda,
including the following:
1. Determine whether the country has an accredited
NHRI and review its status – As a starting point, CSOs
should determine whether there is an accredited NHRI
and review its status in terms of compliance with the
Paris Principles.152 GANHRI classifies NHRIs as “A” (fully
compliant), “B” (partially compliant) or “C” (non-compliant) with the Paris Principles.
2. Engage with NHRIs to:
a. Secure or safeguard space for civil society – As a prerequisite for accountability for the 2030 Agenda, NHRIs
may be able to play a role in safeguarding space for civil
society actors to engage in SDG implementation and
review processes. Such a role will, of course, depend
upon the NHRI’s independence and autonomy from the
country’s government. CSOs concerned about a lack of
safe space to engage with the SDGs should contact their

148 The Mérida Declaration (2015). para. 17.
149 UN Women (2018). p. 41; CESR and UN Women (2017). p. 14.
150 DIHR (2017). Human Rights and Data, p. 52. https://www.humanrights.dk/publications/human-rights-data.
151 Ibid
152 The Paris Principles set out the following six main criteria that NHRIs are required to meet: 1. Mandate and competence: a broad mandate, based on universal human rights norms and standards; 2.
Autonomy from Government; 3. Independence guaranteed by statute or Constitution; 4. Pluralism; 5. Adequate resources; and 6. Adequate powers of investigation. For more information, see: https://nhri.
ohchr.org/EN/AboutUs/Pages/ParisPrinciples.aspx
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respective NHRI to determine what kind of support, if
any, can be provided.
b. Raise awareness of the SDGs – The Mérida Declaration
recognizes the role of NHRIs in engaging with stakeholders to raise awareness of the implementation and
review of the SDGs. Accordingly, CSOs should seek to
determine what actions NHRIs are taking to raise awareness of the SDGs and explore potential partnerships
with NHRIs. For example, while NHRIs may have greater
resources to promote awareness of the SDGs, some
CSOs may be in a better position to reach vulnerable or
marginalized groups with awareness-raising messages
or activities. [For more information on raising awareness of the 2030 Agenda, see chapter on
awareness-raising.]
c. Ensure transparent, inclusive and participatory
national review processes – NHRIs can play a critical role
in ensuring that national review processes engage with
citizens, including those who are the furthest behind.
CSOs should urge NHRIs to act as an advisor and
convener of national review processes and mechanisms

– including in relation to Voluntary National Reviews
(VNRs) – and ensure that all processes are inclusive, participatory and engage marginalized groups and
communities.
d. Provide independent reports on a country’s human
rights situation in relation to the SDGs – CSOs should
urge NHRIs to use their mandate to report on the SDGs
to both human rights bodies as well as at SDG-specific
forums such as the UN High-level Political Forum on
Sustainable Development (HLPF). NHRIs can provide
information on the general human rights situation,
unequal progress and the situation of those furthest
behind, as well as information on procedural aspects of
national consultations, including their transparency and
stakeholder participation.154
e. Promote participatory approaches to data-collection
and monitoring the SDGs – NHRIs can use their existing
mandate to facilitate participatory data collection processes155 in order to identify inequalities that might
otherwise be overlooked by official government data
sources. Accordingly, CSOs should consider partnering

153 The Danish Institute of Human Rights. HUMAN RIGHTS AND THE 2030 AGENDA FOR SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT (2018). https://www.humanrights.dk/sites/humanrights.dk/files/media/dokumenter/
udgivelser/sdg/hr_and_2030_agenda-web_2018.pdf
154 DIHR (2016). Human Rights in Follow-up and Review, p. 47.
155 DIHR (2017). Human Rights and Data, p. 8.
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with NHRIs on third-party data initiatives that engage
vulnerable or marginalized groups that may be excluded
from traditional data collection and monitoring methods. [See chapter on data.]
f. Conduct independent research and publish reports on
SDG implementation – CSOs should encourage NHRIs to
conduct independent research and publish reports that
document and assess the impact of laws, policies, programmes, national development plans and budgets in
relation to SDG implementation, especially for vulnerable or marginalized groups.156 Research and reports
may be produced individually by NHRIs or jointly with
CSOs in order to assess the contribution, or lack thereof,
of governments as well as other development actors

engaged in implementing the 2030 Agenda.157
g. Investigate and respond to individual human rights
complaints and facilitate access to justice in the context
of SDG implementation – Some NHRIs may have the ability to investigate individual complaints or pursue legal
action for human rights violations that occur in the context of SDG implementation. Where NHRIs have such
functions, CSOs should consider bringing individual
cases to the attention of NHRIs, in order to assist individual complainants as well as to potentially affect change
for a wider group of people. [For more information on
the use of strategic or public interest litigation in relation
to the SDGs, see chapter on law reform and strategic
litigation.]

Key Resources:
• National Human Rights Institutions engaging with the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) (2017), by the
Global Alliance of National Human Rights Institutions (GANHRI), is a study on how NHRIs support the implementation of the SDGs. See: https://nhri.ohchr.org/EN/News/Documents/GANHRI_NHRIs%20engaging%20with%20the%20
SDGs.pdf
• The Global Alliance of National Human Rights Institutions (GANHRI) is the international association of NHRIs that
seeks to promote and strengthen NHRIs and provides leadership in the promotion and protection of human rights.
See: https://nhri.ohchr.org/
• The Network of African National Human Rights Institutions (NANHRI) is a regional umbrella body that brings
together 44 African NHRIs and works towards the establishment and strengthening of NHRIs in Africa. See: https://
www.nanhri.org
• The GANHRI Sub-Committee on Accreditation (SCA), is a resource where CSOs can find their country’s NHRI’s
status. See: https://nhri.ohchr.org/EN/AboutUs/GANHRIAccreditation/Pages/default.aspx

Case Study: National Preparation Process for the Universal Periodic Review
Kenya: In Kenya, the Kenyan National Commission on Human Rights (KNCHR) took up a key role in the
process by offering a platform for stakeholders to exchange experiences and coordinate their positions on
a weekly basis. At the same time, KNCHR maintained continuous engagement with relevant government
institutions, which ensured that commitment to the UPR process on their part extended beyond the actual
review at the HRC. KNCHR’s strategies for the post-UPR phase included the development of milestones for
recommendations, and awareness raising and advocacy on their implementation through translation into
accessible and easily understandable formats that could be broadly disseminated.158

156 CESR and UN Women (2017). p. 13.
157 CESR and UN Women (2017). p. 14.
158 DIHR (2011). Universal Periodic Review: First Cycle, p. 81- 90, cited in: HRs in FUR, p. 42.

