May 3, 2016
To
U Htin Kyaw, President of the Republic of the Union of Myanmar

Honorable Mr. President,

We, the 111 undersigned civil society organizations from Burma/Myanmar, welcome the
government’s release of political prisoners and detained students and supporters, who were
facing trials, over two occasions on 8 and 17 April 2016. It not only represented a decisive
break with repressive practices of the past, but demonstrated firm commitment to democratic
governance and human rights protection in the country. We are further encouraged by the early
series of reforms, by the new government, that have been pursued, including the
recommendation by the Legal Affairs and Special Cases Assessment Commission to repeal or
amend repressive laws to ensure that no one shall be punished for exercising their basic rights
and freedoms in the country.

However, it is also at this joyous occasion that we recall scores of other activists and human
rights defenders who remain imprisoned on politically motivated grounds. Admittedly, a
formidable human rights challenge still underlies the country’s democratic transition and it is
imperative that accountability and protection mechanisms are strengthened so that genuine
“national reconciliation” can be achieved.

In that regard, the Myanmar National Human Rights Commission (MNHRC) is an important
institution that can contribute significantly to human rights protection and governance in the
country. After all, it is the only state-formed organ tasked exclusively to promote and protect
human rights, and its creation suggests an institutional approach to addressing and tackling the
human rights situation in the country.

However, the MNHRC as it stands today is arguably in a state of "crisis". The MNHRC has
repeatedly proven to be ineffective with little impact on the ground, in particular the inability to
render justice to victims of violations and abuses. Such concerns were validated by the global
governing body of NHRIs, who accredited the MNHRC with a “B” status for falling short of the
minimum and normative standards stipulated in the Paris Principles.

While the MNHRC Act (2014) contains certain broad eligibility criteria for Commission
members, it does not amount to a sound and robust selection/appointment process. The
founding law is silent on a comprehensive selection criteria and coherent selection processes,
including through public hearings and consultations as well as Parliamentary oversight, among
others. It also grants authority to an “Executive-heavy” Selection Board to adopt its own
undefined internal procedures while restricting engagement only to “registered” civil society
groups.

As such, we believe that fundamental and structural reforms of the MNHRC are urgently
needed. The re-constitution of the MNHRC's leadership body, through the formalization and
implementation of a merit-based, inclusive and transparent selection/appointment process of
Commission members that involves the broad participation and inputs of independent rights-



based civil society, is a crucial first step to repair the legitimacy and public confidence deficits
suffered by the MNHRC. The government now has a prime opportunity to strengthen the legal
framework and mandate of the MNHRC and should act on the ICC-SCA's recommendations to
ensure the independence, effectiveness and accountability of the MNHRC. We believe that, an
MNHRC that is fully compliant with the Paris Principles can be a valuable partner for human
rights protection and governance in the country.

We thank you for your attention to this important issue and remain available to provide you
with further information as required.

Sincerely,
Signed by-
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Working Group
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81. Article 19 Myanmar

82. Burma Issues

83. Burma Link

84. Committee for Internally Displaced Karen People (CIDKP)

85. Candle Light

86. COMREG, Myanmar

87. Center for Youth and Social Harmony
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Shan Students’ Union (Thailand)
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