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7 July 2020
Founded in 1983, The Advocates for Human Rights (“The Advocates”) is a volunteer-based non-governmental organization committed to the impartial promotion and protection of international human rights standards and the rule of law. The Advocates conducts a range of programs to promote human rights in the United States and around the world, including monitoring and fact finding, direct legal representation, education and training, and publication.  The Advocates has held Special Consultative status with the United Nations since 1996
Confidentiality for NGOs participating in informal briefings.  As a provider of legal services to survivors of persecution, torture, and trafficking, The Advocates is particularly concerned with the importance of maintaining confidentiality for the survivors of human rights abuses.  We are concerned about adequate protections of confidentiality during the informal briefings with members of treaty bodies.  We had one experience recently with a GONGO attempting to participate in the closed-door briefing of a treaty body.  Once alerted, the treaty body secretariat took measures to move the meeting to a confidential location. Those safeguards, however, would not have been put in place if the participating NGOs had not asked for them.  A second concern is s the growing practice at the treaty bodies to combine the informal briefing with NGOs with the briefing with national human rights institutions.  As many NHRIs are not truly independent, it potentially puts victims at risk when the briefings are combined. We strongly recommend that treaty bodies take steps to ensure confidentiality at the closed door/informal NGO briefings.
Unpublished “guidelines” for written submissions. The Advocates has also experienced individual OHCHR staff members instructing us to redact or shorten submissions that comply with the published guidelines.   In February 2019, for example, the OHCHR secretariat staff of CEDAW told us that, due to "the large number of submissions for Colombia", the footnotes/endnotes counted in the word count limit and so we would have to dramatically cut our submission or have our submission removed from the website.  The issue was resolved when we moved the endnotes into an annex.   There is nothing in the CEDAW written submission guidelines regarding that requirement. A similar request was not made regarding our submission for the review of Ethiopia during the same session.  Our concern is that the arbitrariness and lack of transparency of "guidelines" being used that are not publicly available results in limitations of civil society organizations' ability to participate in the treaty bodies.  
Dissemination of deadlines for and information about civil society reporting. The Advocates is concerned about inadequate dissemination of deadlines and other information about civil society and engagement. For civil society that is not familiar with the OHCHR website, it is difficult to find correct deadlines for reporting and information about how to submit reports. Treaty bodies do not consistently post deadlines or notify civil society of changes to deadlines in a timely manner. Deadlines to submit for the follow-up procedure, for instance, are buried in Concluding Observations or on individual session pages. Further, during the COVID-19 pandemic, several treaty bodies changed their deadlines with only a few days’ notice without directly notifying members of civil society. As a result of these inconsistencies, The Advocates devotes significant time and energy to compiling all the deadlines for civil society in one online deadline database. A team of twelve volunteers updates the database every two weeks to ensure that The Advocates and its partner organizations around the world do not miss deadlines for civil society engagement. We are concerned that this lack of accessibility to basic logistical information impedes the ability of civil society to engage with treaty bodies. We recommend that treaty bodies post deadlines in a clear, timely, and consistent manner.
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