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Introduction
State and local human rights and human relations agencies play a pivotal role in promoting and
protecting human rights across the country. Indeed, state and local agencies work on a daily basis to
foster equality and eradicate discrimination. Through education, monitoring, and addressing human
rights issues, they ensure the ability of the United States to make human rights a reality in local
communities.
To assist state and local agencies in doing this work, this resource distills the core human rights
principles that fall under the jurisdiction of many state and local agencies, and offers guidance to
strengthen the culture of human rights here at home.
This resource draws from the standards in human rights treaties ratified by the United States. These
treaties address discrimination in a range of areas, including housing, employment, and criminal justice,
and address the rights of children as well. For each of these areas, the resource distills
recommendations made to the U.S. during reviews of the U.S. human rights record between 2013 and
2015. Collectively, these reviews offer guidance on ways in which the United States can strengthen law,
policy, and practice to enhance human rights protections.
Notably, this resource builds on a 2011 toolkit for state and local agencies, which describes United
Nations standards related to housing, employment, and racial profiling, and provides concrete
recommendations for how state and local agencies can address these issues. Together, these
publications offer a comprehensive picture of the relationship between state and local agencies and U.S.
compliance with international human rights standards.
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Human Rights
Human rights are internationally‐accepted norms and values that recognize and promote dignity,
fairness, and opportunity for all people and enable individuals to meet their basic needs. These norms
recognize the inherent interrelationship between civil, political, social, economic, and cultural rights.
Furthermore, a human rights framework places an affirmative obligation on governments to respect,
protect, and fulfill these rights.
A number of international human rights treaties define and detail human rights obligations in particular
subject areas—including, for example, the right to be free from racial discrimination, the rights of
children, and civil and political rights—and establish mechanisms to oversee their implementation. The
United States has ratified three of the core international human rights treaties:




the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (“ICCPR”),
the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination (“CERD”), and
the Convention against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman, or Degrading Treatment or
Punishment (“CAT”).

The U.S. has also ratified the two Optional Protocols to the Convention on the Rights of the Child
(“CRC”), which address treatment of children in armed conflict and the sale of children, child
prostitution, and child pornography. However, the U.S. has not yet ratified the CRC, the comprehensive
international human rights agreement on children’s rights.
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The Key Role of State and Local Agencies and Officials in
Advancing Human Rights
Consistent with U.S. federalism, international law anticipates that the federal government may delegate
implementation of human rights to states and localities. When ratifying human rights treaties, the
United States has affirmed the critical role of state and local governments in their implementation,
indicating that the federal government shares responsibility for human rights implementation with state
and local authorities. Specifically, the United States has stated that the international human rights
agreements it has acceded to
shall be implemented by the Federal Government to the extent that it exercises
legislative and judicial jurisdiction over the matters covered therein, and otherwise by
the state and local governments; to the extent that state and local governments
exercise jurisdiction over such matters, the Federal Government shall take measures
appropriate to the Federal system to the end that the competent authorities of the
state or local governments may take appropriate measures for the fulfillment of the
[agreements].1
While the federal government remains internationally responsible for ensuring compliance with U.S.
human rights obligations and commitments, day‐to‐day implementation is shared among federal, state,
and local governments.
U.S. federal officials acknowledge that comprehensive and effective human rights implementation and
monitoring requires the participation of state and local agencies and officials. Mary McLeod, the U.S.
State Department’s former Acting Legal Adviser, has emphasized that state and local actors are vital to
fulfilling human rights. Speaking to state officials in 2015, she noted that state and local agencies and
officials “are, truly, at the frontlines,” and that their efforts “to protect individuals against
discrimination, reduce racial disparities in education or housing, or prosecute those exploiting children,
[help] fulfill our country’s human rights obligations.”2
State and local agencies and officials can, and do, use a range of innovative strategies that advance
human rights and build a culture of human rights based on dignity, freedom from discrimination, and
opportunity. Specifically, state and local agencies and officials are well‐placed to:






Monitor, document, and report on human rights
Build human rights into local law and policy
Conduct human rights‐based audits and impact assessments
Foster participatory governance
Engage in human rights education

For example, in 2014, the Tennessee Human Rights Commission held a series of hearings around the
state to gather testimony and data on human rights and civil rights issues relevant to local communities.
The Commission framed the conversation around the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. Following
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the hearings, the Commission drafted a report to distill the testimony from around the state, and it
plans to use the report as a basis for shaping its work and priorities moving forward.3
The Eugene, Oregon Human Rights Commission has played an important role in the city’s efforts to
assess human rights impacts of proposed policies through the “Triple Bottom Line” tool. The
Commission has conducted trainings regarding the tool and also facilitates community events and
consultations to support implementation.4 The Recreation Department used the tool to review budgets
and minimize the impact of resource constraints on core services and accessibility, and the Community
Development Division used it to prioritize brownfield assessments. The Commission has also provided
education on human rights standards and issues for city executives, managers, and staff, and has
undertaken robust community outreach to raise awareness of the potential for an international human
rights framework to advance the equality and dignity of local residents.5
In Salt Lake City, Utah, the Human Rights Commission, the Mayor’s Office, and the City Council have
worked together to address discrimination. They held a series of dialogues on gender discrimination that
revealed concerns about unequal educational opportunities and employment discrimination. In
response, the Commission and its partners are currently exploring the possibility of adopting the
international human rights treaty on women’s rights (CEDAW) at the local level.6
In 2015, the Illinois Department of Human Rights embarked on a study to develop recommendations
regarding best practices to prevent discrimination and promote diversity and inclusion in a number of
areas, including employment, housing, and education.7
These are just a few of the ways state and local agencies promote and protect human rights at the local
level.8

“State, local, and tribal officials are normally the closest authorities to the
people they serve. They are often best positioned to solve problems, and
they are often directly accountable to local populations.
Moreover, different levels of government in our federal system have been
described as laboratories of democracy, because they may develop and test
different and creative solutions. Where their solutions work well, these best
practices may be shared and emulated elsewhere.”
‐ Keith Harper, U.S. Ambassador to the U.N. Human Rights Council
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Periodic Reviews of the U.S. Human Rights Record
As a party to several human rights treaties, and a member of the United Nations, the U.S. undergoes
periodic reviews of its human rights record. These reviews are based on the standards set forth in the
Universal Declaration of Human Rights (“UDHR”) and the international human rights treaties ratified by
the United States: the Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, the Race Convention, and the Convention
Against Torture, and two optional protocols to the Convention on the Rights of the Child, as well
additional commitments and obligations.9
Compliance with each human rights treaty is monitored by a body of independent human rights experts.
When a country ratifies a treaty, it agrees to participate in periodic reviews of its human rights record by
the body of experts, and to submit periodic assessments of how its laws and policies advance the treaty
standards. The independent experts review a country’s progress based on an official government report,
civil society submissions, and publicly‐available information. The reviews culminate in the release of
Concluding Observations, which summarize what a country has done well, as well as areas of concern,
and provide a series of recommendations for strengthening human rights promotion and protection.
In addition, the United Nations Human Rights Council reviews the human rights records of all 193 United
Nations Member States once every several years through the Universal Periodic Review process. This
mechanism, created in 2006, is meant to provide a country‐to‐country, peer review mechanism, and a
constructive dialogue in which each country can discuss what actions it has taken to fulfill its human
rights obligations, and respond to the recommendations from other U.N. members. Like the treaty body
reviews, the UPR takes civil society submissions into account and results in a series of recommendations
for countries to improve human rights on the ground. At the conclusion of each review, the government
reviews the recommendations it receives and decides whether or not to accept them.
Many of the recommendations from the recent reviews of the United States relate to issues that fall
within state and local jurisdiction, underscoring that state and local agencies and officials play a critical
role in ensuring U.S. compliance with international human rights standards.
Treaty Review Bodies
Treaty
International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights
(ICCPR)
International Convention on the Elimination of All
Forms of Racial Discrimination (CERD)
Convention Against Torture (CAT)
Optional Protocol to the Convention on the Rights
of the Child (the CRC) on the Involvement
of Children in Armed Conflict
Optional Protocol to the CRC on the Sale of
Children, Child Prostitution and Child Pornography

Treaty Review Body
Human Rights Committee
Committee on the Elimination of Racial
Discrimination (CERD Committee)
Committee Against Torture
Committee on the Rights of the Child

Committee on the Rights of the Child
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Recent Human Rights Recommendations to the U.S.
The remainder of this guide distills key human rights standards and recommendations to the United
States. The first section focuses on areas where state and local agencies can strengthen local law, policy,
and practice to enhance the enjoyment of human rights in local communities: employment, housing, law
enforcement, and children’s rights. The second section distills the recommendations to the U.S. to
strengthen human rights protections nationally. These recommendations aim to improve the culture of
human rights in the United States, and they call for a more comprehensive approach to human rights
promotion and education, greater federal resources and support for state and local actors, and adoption
of a more expansive approach to addressing discrimination in all its forms.

Key State and Local Issues
Employment Discrimination
Everyone is entitled to the rights and freedoms contained in the UDHR, including the right to free choice
of employment and favorable working conditions, “without distinction of any kind, such as race, colour,
sex, language, . . . or other status.”10 International human rights treaties, including the ICCPR and CERD,
contain similarly broad protections against employment discrimination.11
Article 3 of the ICCPR speaks specifically to sex and gender discrimination, calling on governments to
ensure equality of men and women,12 and to take proactive steps to identify and eliminate the factors
that perpetuate discrimination.13 In line with human rights standards, the definition of discrimination is
understood to include “any distinction, exclusion, restriction or preference which is based on any
ground such as race, colour, sex, language, [national or social origin], or other status, and which has the
purpose or effect of nullifying or impairing the recognition, enjoyment or exercise by all persons, on an
equal footing, of all rights and freedoms.”14
Article 5 of CERD protects the right to work, which includes safe and fair work conditions, and the rights
to unemployment protections, equal pay for equal work, as well as fair pay, regardless of race, origin, or
color.15 The CERD further calls on governments to undertake measures to prevent discrimination against
non‐citizens, and to address practices and policies that may have a discriminatory impact.16 Employment
discrimination has also historically been a focus of reviews of U.S. compliance with CERD and the
ICCPR.17
During the 2015 UPR, a number of countries called on the U.S. to improve gender equality in the
workplace, including through measures to eliminate pay inequity between men and women.18 The
United States supported these recommendations, while noting that the U.S. already has some laws in
place to foster gender equality at work, including federal level executive orders aimed at ensuring fair
pay for women.19
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Housing Discrimination
The UDHR states that “[e]veryone has the right to a standard of living adequate for the health and well‐
being of himself and of his family, including food, clothing, [and] housing . . . .”20 A number of treaties
grant similar protections.21 There is a general understanding that housing is the foundation for many
other fundamental rights including the rights to family, food and water, education, and physical and
mental health. Both CERD and the ICCPR obligate the U.S. to protect against discrimination in housing.22
Human rights experts have repeatedly raised two housing issues of particular concern: discrimination
and criminalization of homeless populations.
Discrimination and Segregation in Housing
In its 2014 review of the U.S., the CERD Committee emphasized concern with persistent discrimination
in access to housing, racial segregation, and discriminatory lending practices. The Committee urged the
U.S. to expand efforts to address housing discrimination on the basis of race, ethnicity, origin, and color
through measures that improve access to affordable housing. Recommendations also focused on the
need to strengthen implementation of laws to combat housing discrimination, and to promptly and
thoroughly investigate housing discrimination by private actors.23
During the 2015 UPR, several countries called on the U.S. to eliminate housing discrimination, including
through measures that improve access to adequate housing24 and guarantee the right to housing.25 The
U.S. supported these recommendations in part and emphasized that the government would “continue
to improve our domestic laws and policies to promote access to housing, food, health, and safe drinking
water and sanitation, with the aim of decreasing poverty and preventing discrimination.”26
Criminalization of Homelessness
In their 2014 reviews of the U.S., both the CERD Committee and the Human Rights Committee focused
on the discriminatory aspects of homelessness, and criminalization in particular. Specifically, the CERD
Committee expressed concern at the disproportionate number of racial and ethnic minorities in the U.S.
homeless population and the trend of criminalizing basic‐life sustaining behavior “through laws that
prohibit activities such as loitering, camping, begging and lying down in public spaces.”27 The Human
Rights Committee further underscored that criminalization may constitute a form of discrimination, and
may rise to the level of “cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment.”28
To address these challenges, the Committees recommended that the U.S. abolish laws and policies that
criminalize homelessness, including at the state and local levels; foster cooperation among government
officials and communities to identify solutions to homelessness; and offer incentives to states and
localities to decriminalize homelessness, including by providing financial resources to local governments
“that implement alternatives to criminalization, and withdrawing funding from local authorities that
criminalize homelessness.”29
During the 2015 UPR process, the U.S. was also called upon to reduce criminalization of homelessness.30
The U.S. accepted this recommendation in part and acknowledged a commitment to support laws and
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policies that foster alternatives to criminalizing homelessness.31 These U.N. recommendations are in line
with IAOHRA’s 2013 passage of a resolution discouraging measures that criminalize homelessness.32
Since the reviews, the federal government has taken a number of steps in line with U.N.
recommendations regarding criminalization of homelessness. For example, the Department of Housing
and Urban Development now provides funding incentives to support efforts to reduce criminalization,
and the Department of Justice intervened in a lawsuit to oppose a local anti‐camping statute in Boise,
Idaho, arguing that the law unconstitutionally punishes people for being homeless by making it a crime
to sleep in public places.33

Law Enforcement and Discrimination
Under the UDHR, everyone has the right to “life, liberty, and security of person,”34 and no one shall be
subjected to “torture or to cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment,”35 or to arbitrary
arrest or detention.36 As noted above, these rights apply to all, regardless of “race, colour, sex, language,
religion, political or other opinion, national or social origin, property, birth or other status.”37
Article 5 of CERD requires governments to guard against discrimination in the enjoyment of the rights to
protection from bodily harm and to security of person.38 Human rights experts have clarified that these
protections apply equally in the context of national security and that measures to combat terrorism
should not discriminate on these grounds, and that non‐citizens should not be “subjected to racial or
ethnic profiling or stereotyping.”39 The ICCPR protects the rights to life,40 to security of person,41 and to
be free from torture and from cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment,42 as well as the
right to be free from discrimination in the enjoyment of each of these rights.43 The CAT further prohibits
torture44 and calls for “effective legislative, administrative, judicial or other measures to prevent acts of
torture.”45
During reviews of the U.S. human rights record, both profiling of communities of color and excessive use
of force have been a consistent focus. U.N. human rights reviews have also addressed the causes and
consequences of gun violence, as well as local laws that may hinder accountability for violence, such as
Stand Your Ground laws. The need to improve the capacity of local law enforcement to effectively
interface with local communities has also been raised.
Profiling
Both the CERD Committee and the Human Rights Committee raised concern about profiling by law
enforcement and urged the U.S. to expand and intensify its current efforts to combat racial profiling,
including by state and local law enforcement personnel.46 The Committees called on the United States to
improve training for state and local law enforcement personnel,47 abolish “stop and frisk” programs,48
prohibit racial profiling,49 and effectively investigate allegations of profiling.50
The Human Rights Committee also expressed concern at racial disparities in the criminal justice system,
including sentencing disparities and the overrepresentation of racial and ethnic minorities in prisons,
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and recommended that the U.S. amend the federal, state, and local regulations that create these
outcomes.51
During the UPR process, nearly twenty countries recommended that the U.S. take steps to address
profiling in law enforcement,52 echoing prior recommendations. The U.S. supported these
recommendations for the most part, while noting that the Constitution and federal policy prohibit
profiling on racial, ethnic, national origin, or religious grounds and that a patchwork of laws at the
federal, state, and tribal level aim to combat discrimination in this area.53
Excessive Use of Force
In their 2014 reviews of the U.S., the CERD Committee, the Human Rights Committee, and the
Committee Against Torture expressed concern regarding excessive use of force in policing, and
particularly its disparate impact on minorities.54 The Committee Against Torture also called attention to
“the frequent and recurrent shootings . . . of unarmed black individuals”55 as well as the lack of
statistical data and information on allegations of police brutality and investigations in response to those
allegations.56 The Committees recommended that the U.S. address the problem of excessive use of force
by law enforcement officials, specifically through more accurate reporting of the incidents of use of
force, prosecution of offenders, and compensation for victims and their families.57
The Committee Against Torture also addressed the use of electrical discharge weapons (Tasers),
expressing particular concern at their use against unarmed individuals, and the number of deaths
reportedly following Taser use. The Committee urged the U.S. to provide more stringent training and
regulations on the use of Tasers.58
Nearly thirty countries made recommendations to the United States during the 2015 UPR process
regarding excessive use of force in policing.59 The U.S. supported or supported, in part, all of these
recommendations.60
Gun Violence and Stand Your Ground Laws
The CERD Committee and the Human Rights Committee expressed concern regarding Stand Your
Ground laws as well as the high number of deaths and injuries resulting from gun violence, and
particularly their disproportionate impact on minorities.61 The Committees urged strict enforcement of
gun control laws as well as additional measures to reduce gun violence, including through more
background checks, greater prohibitions on concealed weapons, and increased “transparency
concerning gun use in crime and illegal gun sales.”62 Both Committees urged the U.S. to amend Stand
Your Ground laws to “remove far‐reaching immunity and ensure strict adherence to the principles of
necessity and proportionality” in laws addressing deadly force as self‐defense.63
Training and Police‐Community Relations
In its 2014 review of the U.S., the Committee Against Torture expressed concern that law enforcement
training programs were ineffective in preventing torture and ill‐treatment. The Committee
recommended that the U.S. improve training programs to acquaint public servants, including law
enforcement officers and medical personnel, with human rights protections outlined in the Convention
Against Torture to ensure proper identification of cases of torture and ill‐treatment, as well as to assess
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the effectiveness of such training programs in reducing the incidence of torture and ill‐treatment.64 As
noted in the Housing Discrimination section above, U.N. human rights bodies have also called for
measures to address the criminalization of homelessness, which touches upon both housing and law
enforcement, and has a clear impact on police‐community relations.
During the 2015 UPR, the U.S. received additional recommendations to improve training for law
enforcement officers65 and to strengthen police‐community relations.66 The U.S. supported or supported
in part all of these recommendations, noting some positive steps in this area, including the 2014
creation of a Presidential Task Force on 21st‐Century Policing focused on police‐community relations.67

Children’s Rights
In its 2013 review of U.S. compliance with the Optional Protocols to the CRC, the Committee on the
Rights of the Child offered a number of recommendations regarding state and local law and policy.
The Committee called on federal, state, and local actors to work together to harmonize legal protections
for children. This includes ensuring that laws at all levels define “child” consistently to ensure adequate
protection for youth up to the age of 18,68 and that federal and state laws criminalize the sale of
children.69 The Committee also urged states to pass safe‐harbor laws to protect prostituted children
from arrest, detention, and prosecution.70
To ensure that children’s human rights are respected and protected, the Committee urged states to
establish independent mechanisms, such as a child advocate or ombudsman, to monitor and address
allegations that children’s rights have been violated. The Committee recognized that several states
already have such mechanisms and emphasized the importance of ensuring that an agency tasked with
monitoring children’s rights has a broad mandate and is fully independent.71

Building a Culture of Human Rights
In addition to the substantive areas discussed above, human rights reviews of the U.S. have identified a
number of important structural avenues to improve human rights protections in the United States.
Recommendations to the U.S. have consistently focused on the need for a more robust human rights
architecture, including funding for human rights monitoring, human rights awareness‐raising, and a legal
and policy framework that addresses intentional and unintentional discrimination at the state, local, and
federal levels.

Federal Support for State and Local Human Rights Work
The United States consistently notes that “international human rights obligations are implemented
through a comprehensive system of laws and policies at all levels of government,” and that the federal
government is “taking steps to strengthen federal‐level coordination, and . . . considering ways to
improve implementation.”72
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Human rights experts have, however, found that the current human rights infrastructure is insufficient.
To address these gaps, they have called on the U.S. to:




strengthen and expand existing mechanisms to monitor human rights implementation at the
federal, state, and local levels;73
provide sufficient funds for human rights monitoring and implementation at all levels of
government;74 and
develop a more comprehensive approach to human rights promotion and protection, including
through the creation of a national human rights institution.75

During the UPR, the U.S. again received a recommendation to take action to bolster human rights
coordination at the federal, state, and local levels.76 The U.S. supported the recommendation in part.77

Enhanced Human Rights Education
Human rights experts have repeatedly called on the U.S. to widely disseminate and publicize the
Concluding Observations from the reviews,78 and the need for increased public education around treaty
obligations and recommendations is included in the Race Convention itself.79 Indeed, for the first time,
the State Department did disseminate the Concluding Observations from the ICCPR, CERD, and CAT
reviews in 2015.80 During the UPR process, U.N. Member States further encouraged the U.S. to
strengthen its training and awareness‐raising activities relating to human rights and racial
discrimination, including, as noted above, for law enforcement officers,81 as well as more broadly.82 The
U.S. indicated support for these recommendations.83

Addressing Discrimination in All Its Forms
According to the human rights framework, discrimination is defined as any distinction, exclusion, or
restriction that has the purpose or effect of infringing on a person’s equal enjoyment of their rights.84
This definition is broader than the one typically recognized in U.S. constitutional law, and calls for a
more proactive approach to identifying and addressing laws and policies that cause or perpetuate
discrimination, regardless of intent.
In its 2014 review of the U.S., the CERD Committee noted that U.S. law was not consistent with CERD
provisions, which require governments “to prohibit and eliminate racial discrimination in all its forms,
including practices and legislation that may not be discriminatory in purpose, but are discriminatory in
effect.”85 Accordingly, the Committee called on the U.S. to take steps at the federal and state level to
prohibit all forms of racial discrimination, including indirect discrimination,86 a recommendation that
was echoed during the 2015 UPR.87
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Implementing Human Rights Recommendations in
Practice
State and local human rights and human relations agencies can and do play a vital role in helping the
United States fulfill the promise of human rights at the local level through efforts to address
discrimination, foster equality, and improve policy outcomes for all community members. State and
local agencies can continue to strengthen human rights protections by incorporating human rights
standards, and recommendations from human rights experts, into efforts to monitor, document, and
report on human rights issues; engaging in human rights education; building human rights into local law
and policy; conducting human rights assessments of local policies; and fostering participatory
governance.
This resource describes several examples of ways that state and local agencies and other officials can
engage human rights to advance their work. The Columbia Law School Human Rights Institute has
previously detailed additional strategies and examples in the following publications:







Bringing Human Rights Home: The Birmingham Mayor’s Office Human Rights Dialogue (2015)
Using Human Rights Assessments in Local Governance: A Toolkit for State and Local Human Rights
and Human Relations Commissions (2014)
Closing the Gap: The Federal Role in Respecting and Ensuring Human Rights at the State and Local
Level (2013)
Bringing Human Rights Home: How State and Local Governments Can Use Human Rights to Advance
Local Policy (2012)
Implementing Recommendations from the Universal Periodic Review: A Toolkit for State & Local
Human Rights & Human Relations Commissions (2011)
State and Local Human Rights Agencies: Recommendations for Advancing Opportunity and Equality
Through an International Human Rights Framework (2010)

Recent reviews of the U.S. human rights record offer a range of recommendations to advance human
rights protections within the United States, and state and local human rights and human relations
agencies are critical to bringing these recommendations home. By continuing to incorporate human
rights principles and strategies into their work, state and local agencies help to ensure the human rights
of equality, dignity, and opportunity are a reality for all community members.
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