Concept Paper
Summary
This will be a high-level, international conference held on the Westminster parliamentary estate to discuss:

(1) The role of parliaments in the protection and realisation of the rule of law, including human rights;

(2) the desirability of seeking international agreement on some 'principles and guidelines on the role of parliaments in the protection and realisation of the rule of law and human rights'; 

(3) the form and the substantive content of a draft set of such principles and guidelines; and

(4) the possible ways of reaching international agreement about such principles and guidelines. 
The conference is funded by the Arts and Humanities Research Council of the UK and is being convened by Murray Hunt, Legal Adviser to the Joint Committee on Human Rights of the UK Parliament and Visiting Professor of Law at the University of Oxford.  The conference will last for one day.  About 150 delegates will be invited, with a view to approximately 100 attending.

Background
In the last two or three years, there have been a number of significant developments, at the national, regional and international levels, which indicate a new focus on the role of national parliaments in the protection and realisation of the rule of law and human rights.  

The international and regional institutions for protecting the rule of law and human rights, including the United Nations and regional organisations such as the Council of Europe, have taken active steps to increase the role of parliaments.
 The UN has signalled a step-change in its focus on the role of parliaments, with the Human Rights Council actively considering how to increase the contribution made by national parliaments to its work, and the General Assembly also recognising for the first time the unique role played by parliaments in upholding the rule of law and human rights.  On 22nd June this year the IPU and the OHCHR jointly held a side-event at the Human Rights Council focusing on the role of parliamentarians in the work of the Council.  

At the regional level, the European Convention on Human Rights is being amended in a way which makes the role of national parliaments more important and the case-law of the European Court of Human Rights has developed to require courts throughout the Council of Europe’s 47 Member States to pay closer attention to parliamentary consideration of human rights.  The Commonwealth has recently established an African Parliamentary Human Rights Group and this summer will be establishing a similar group in the Pacific region. 
In response to these international and regional developments, a number of countries (e.g. Australia, Poland, Romania, Uganda and Ukraine) have recently established new parliamentary mechanisms for this purpose, while others are in the process of doing so (e.g. Ireland, Myanmar), and still others are actively exploring the possibilities (e.g. Turkey, Russia).   A number of organisations, including the Inter-Parliamentary Union, the UN Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights, the Commonwealth Secretariat, the Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of Europe, and the Westminster Foundation for Democracy, have invested considerable resources in building the capacity of parliaments to take a more proactive role in relation to the rule of law and human rights.  Interest in increasing parliaments’ role has spread to all regions, including now the Americas, Africa and Asia-Pacific.  
These significant developments of recent years have been driven by two concerns: instrumental concerns about the “implementation gap” and the need for more effective national implementation of internationally agreed standards on the rule of law and human rights; and democratic concerns about the need for those standards to acquire greater legitimacy through representative politics.  Democratising the rule of law and human rights, by increasing the role of elected politicians in their protection and realisation, is an idea whose time has come.
However, while there is growing consensus about the desirability of increasing the role of parliaments, there is very little in the way of concrete guidance to show how that desirable end could be achieved, or agreed standards about the minimum requirements for such parliamentary involvement to be effective.  While there is some sharing of best practice, there has to date been no systematic attempt to provide a coherent narrative to these disparate developments, or to help parliaments to develop their role further by identifying and drawing together examples of best practice in one accessible document, distilling the essence of the good practices that have grown up and the standards that have emerged.
Internationally agreed principles about the role and status of National Human Rights Institutions such as human rights commissions and ombudsmen (the “Paris Principles”) have existed since 1991. In 2012 a set of principles on the Relationship between National Human Rights Institutions and Parliaments (the “Belgrade Principles”) were also agreed and subsequently adopted by the UN General Assembly. To date however, there is no internationally agreed set of principles and guidelines on the role of parliaments in the protection and realisation of the rule of law and human rights, despite the significant recent burst of interest in and activity about the subject.  
Aims and objectives
Against this background, the main aim of this one-day conference is to bring together relevant experts from across the world, including policy-makers, legislators and academics, to consider whether there is a need for some principles and guidelines, to assist parliaments everywhere to devise the appropriate structures, mechanisms and practices necessary to perform that increased role.  

Delegates will be invited to consider and discuss why the role of national parliaments in the protection and realisation of the rule of law and human rights is so important, and what that role should be, in the light of the recent developments outlined above.  They will be asked to consider, in the light of relevant practical experience from parliaments around the world, whether it would be desirable to seek international agreement on some principles and guidelines to assist parliaments in that task and what scope there may be for such international agreement.
Delegates will also be invited to consider the form any such Principles and Guidelines should take, and their substance: what guidance would be most useful to help make Parliaments more effective in performing their important role.
The conference will ensure that stakeholders with a diverse range of perspectives are involved in discussion of whether and, if so, how a set of internationally agreed principles can be adopted in practice. One important question is how to devise some useful standards and guidelines which will be of use in all countries, but which can take root and grow organically in very different cultures and political systems, and the contribution of cross-cultural and historical perspectives will therefore be crucial. 

The conference also aims to provide an opportunity to discuss the practical process for the possible international adoption of some principles and guidelines and their effective dissemination to parliaments worldwide.  The intention is to initiate an international process capable of leading to the eventual adoption by the international community of an agreed set of principles and guidelines.

� For a more detailed account and references to the most relevant recent developments, see Murray Hunt, “Introduction” in Parliaments and Human Rights: Redressing the Democratic Deficit (M. Hunt, H.J. Hooper and P. Yowell (eds), Hart Publishing, March 2015), ch. 1, esp. pp. 7-8. � HYPERLINK "http://www.hartpub.co.uk/BookDetails.aspx?ISBN=9781849465618" �http://www.hartpub.co.uk/BookDetails.aspx?ISBN=9781849465618�







