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 Parliaments play a pivotal role in the protection and promotion of human 
rights within a constitutional democracy. As legislative bodies, they not only 
enact laws consistent with international human rights norms but also provide 
crucial oversight of executive actions, allocate resources, and offer platforms 
for public engagement. This article explores the multifaceted role of 
parliaments in safeguarding human rights, analyzing their legislative, 
oversight, representative, and budgetary functions. Drawing from 
international frameworks, national practices, and jurisprudence, the article 
underscores the necessity of an empowered, accountable, and inclusive 
parliament in the realization of human rights for all.  
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1. Introduction 
 
Human rights are inherent to all human beings, irrespective of nationality, residence, gender, ethnicity, 
or status. In democratic societies, parliaments are central to the legal and institutional framework that 
ensures the protection and promotion of these rights. While the judiciary interprets rights and the 
executive implements policies, it is the legislature that lays down the foundation for rights-respecting 
governance. Parliaments not only pass human rights-compliant laws but also serve as watchdogs and 
representatives of the people, ensuring that governments are held accountable. 
 
2. Legislative Function 
 
The core function of a parliament is law-making. In this capacity, parliaments must ensure that all 
legislation passed is consistent with constitutional guarantees and international human rights 
obligations. This includes: 
 

● Scrutiny of bills: Parliamentary committees or human rights commissions within parliament 
must assess proposed laws for their compliance with rights norms. 

● Incorporation of international treaties: Ratified human rights treaties need to be domesticated 
through enabling legislation, where required. 

● Repeal of discriminatory laws: Parliaments must take proactive steps to amend or repeal laws 
that perpetuate discrimination or violate human dignity. 
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3. Oversight and Accountability 
Parliaments exercise oversight over the executive, which is vital in preventing abuse of power and 
ensuring adherence to human rights: 

● Question time and interpellations: Legislators question ministers and hold them accountable 
for rights violations. 

● Investigative committees: Parliamentary inquiries into issues such as police brutality, 
discrimination, or corruption help expose systemic rights violations. 

● Monitoring national human rights institutions (NHRIs): Parliaments often appoint members to 
or oversee the functioning of independent bodies like ombudsman and human rights 
commissions. 
 

4. Representation and Inclusivity 
 
Parliaments embody the will of the people and must reflect the diversity of the population to legislate 
effectively on human rights issues: 

● Participation of marginalized groups: Measures to ensure representation of women, minorities, 
and indigenous populations enhance inclusivity. 

● Public consultations: Parliamentary hearings and consultations with civil society promote 
participatory democracy and allow for diverse perspectives in law-making. 

● Petitions and redress mechanisms: Citizens must have access to parliament through 
mechanisms like petitions or public complaints, especially on human rights matters. 
 

5. Budgetary Authority 
 
The allocation and approval of national budgets by parliaments directly affect the realization of 
economic, social, and cultural rights: 
 

● Funding of human rights institutions and programs: Parliaments must  ensure adequate funding 
for healthcare, education, social welfare, and justice. 

● Gender and equity-sensitive budgeting: Parliamentary committees should assess budgets 
through a human rights lens, ensuring vulnerable populations are not disproportionately 
affected by fiscal decisions.  
 

6. Parliamentary Capacity and Education 
 
To effectively discharge their human rights functions, parliaments and their members must possess 
adequate knowledge and institutional support: 

● Human rights training for legislators and staff: Ongoing capacity building strengthens 
understanding of rights-based approaches. 

● Support from legal and research services: Robust internal support structures help parliaments 
evaluate human rights implications of policies and laws. 

● Engagement with international mechanisms: Parliaments should monitor the implementation 
of recommendations from international human rights bodies such as the UN Human Rights 
Council or treaty bodies. 
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7. International and Regional Cooperation 
 
Parliaments are increasingly engaging with regional and international parliamentary networks to 
promote human rights globally: 
 

● Inter-Parliamentary Union (IPU): The IPU has developed tools and guidelines to assist 
parliaments in integrating human rights. 

● Regional parliamentary forums: Entities such as the Pan-African Parliament or European 
Parliament have adopted human rights mandates. 

● Peer review and technical assistance: Cross-border cooperation allows parliaments to learn 
from each other and harmonize legal standards. 

 
8. Challenges and Recommendations 
 
Despite their crucial role, many parliaments face constraints such as political interference, lack of 
resources, and limited independence. To address these: 

● Strengthen institutional independence and autonomy.  
● Promote cross-party consensus on human rights issues. 
● Enhance transparency and public engagement in parliamentary 

 
9. Conclusion 
Parliaments are not just legislative bodies but vital guardians of democracy and human dignity. Their 
multifaceted roles in legislating, overseeing, representing, and allocating resources directly impact the 
human rights landscape. Empowering parliaments to fulfill these responsibilities, and ensuring their 
alignment with human rights principles, is essential for just, equitable, and democratic societies. 
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