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Why This Report?

Despite this substantial record, much of the UN’s action 
in the field of human rights is largely unknown outside the 
walls of the Palais des Nations in Geneva (where most of the 
human rights meetings take place) or UN headquarters in 
New York. There are a number of reasons for this. Until 
recently, UN human rights documents were difficult to 
obtain. If you were outside Geneva or New York, either you 
got the documents by attending the meeting in question, or 
you went to a library which served as a UN depository and 
requested the material, preferably by document number. Not 
surprisingly, accessing such material was far more difficult in 
countries of the developing South than it was in countries of 
the industrialized North.

Since December 10, 1996, when the Office of the High 
Commissioner for Human Rights opened its Home Page on 
the World Wide Web, there has been a dramatic improvement 
in our ability to access UN human rights documentation. For 
example, it is now possible to get many documents of the 
Commission on Human Rights by going on-line and down
loading them, well before the Commission begins its work in 
March. As well, a very substantial part of UN documentation 
can now be obtained by accessing the UN’s Optical Disk Sys
tem on the Internet for an annual subscription fee of 
$1,500 US.

Nonetheless, even with access to the Internet, getting 
country-specific information about UN action in the field of 
human rights involves visiting a plethora of different Web 
pages to locate the critical documents needed. Thus, a key 
purpose of this volume is to pull together all relevant UN 
documents about the human rights situation in every country, 
so that the information is readily accessible to governments, 
NGOs, researchers, journalists and others. The hope is that 
this will facilitate informed policy-making in the area of 
human rights, whether by governmental, inter-governmental 
or non-governmental actors. In addition, the report has a the
matic section which summarizes the major developments that 
occurred in the UN arena concerning human rights during the 
last calendar year (1997).

Format

The report is produced in three formats: in hardcopy (in 
English and French); on the World Wide Web, with full 
hyperlinks to all the original documentation for the English 
report; and as a CD-ROM (of the Website) for dissemination 
in the South.

It is important to stress that, while we must of necessity 
summarize actions and decisions of UN bodies and mecha
nisms, we have striven to present the material as objectively 
as possible, and with no editorial comment.

The time-period covered by the report is the calendar 
year, from 1 January to 31 December 1997. The focus is on 
the main bodies that take action in the area of human rights. In 
concrete terms, this means that we cover the work of the 
Commission on Human Rights in March/April, the Sub- 
Commission in August, ECOSOC in July, the Third Commit
tee of the General Assembly in November, the sessions of the

treaty-bodies whenever they meet throughout the year, and 
actions or decisions of the Security Council and UN field 
presences whenever these are relevant. In future years, we 
hope to expand the coverage to encompass the work of other 
bodies and agencies in the UN system. However, for this ini
tial report, we have focused narrowly on the major areas of 
activity.

Because of its size, the report is being presented in six 
volumes to make it more manageable for those who will want 
the report close at hand when they attend relevant UN meet
ings. Vol. 1 (which includes this introduction) also contains: 
the Thematic Section of the report; an Appendix describing 
UN bodies and mechanisms; a calendar indicating when 
treaty-bodies plan to consider the reports of specific coun
tries; and a list indicating when the different mechanisms of 
the Commission on Human Rights are up for renewal. The 
other volumes are geographically organized: Vol. 2, Africa; 
Vol. 3, Asia; Vol. 4, Latin America and the Caribbean; Vol. 5, 
Eastern Europe, and Vol. 6., Western Europe and Other.
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