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Introduction 

 International Law is a core part of Armenia’s jurisprudence. The Constitution of Armenia 
declares that the State will ensure it acts “in conformity with the principles and norms of international 
law.”1 International norms come in two forms, obligatory and recommended. Only a few sources of 
international law are able to produce obligations while a number of sources can produce 
recommendations for the government of Armenia. In time, it is possible for recommended norms to 
become obligatory, but only after one of the few creators of obligatory norms says so. This primer will 
focus on the sources of law relevant to NGOs or activists involved in human rights law as opposed to 
investment, trade, military activities, or humanitarian law.  

Obligatory Sources of International Law 

 Armenia is obligated to conform its law to the decisions of the UN Security Council, the 
International Court of Justice and the European Court of Human Rights. The UN Security Council only 
acts in situations of geopolitical instability and the International Court of Justice only accepts cases from 
States, so both of them are irrelevant from an activist perspective.  

 The European Court of Human Rights has the power to force States to respect the rights laid out 
in the European Convention of Human Rights and its Five Protocols.2 The Convention establishes 
minimum standards for States and includes fundamental rights like the right to liberty or to a fair trial. 
The Convention and its Five Protocols were drafted in the 50s and 60s, so the articles were written as a 
contrast to communism and fascism and do not include many of the rights that modern activists want (e.g. 
environmental rights).  

 While the text of the Convention is static, the Court has progressively developed the law by 
reading the text broadly to include more rights. For example, cultural rights are now protected.3 The 
Court often looks at other sources of international law, such as the other two regional human rights 
bodies, the Inter-American Court of Human Rights and the African Commission for Human Rights, when 
interpreting the text of the Convention. 

 One limitation on the Court is that it can only accept a case after the plaintiff has exhausted 
domestic remedies. This generally means that the plaintiff has to first take his or her case to the highest 
court in the land before the Court would accept it. If domestic remedies are either unavailable or 

                                                           
1 Constitution of Armenia, article 3. 
2 http://www.hri.org/docs/ECHR50.html 
3 http://www.echr.coe.int/NR/rdonlyres/F8123ACC-5A5A-4802-86BE-
8CDA93FE58DF/0/RAPPORT_RECHERCHE_Droits_culturels_EN.pdf 
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ineffective (e.g. the plaintiff wants a result that is completely unattainable in the law of the country or the 
courts in the country are too corrupt to give a fair trial), then the Court will waive this requirement.4 

 The Court’s power comes in fining States that have not followed their human rights obligations. 
Often the Court will require the rights-abusing State to pay the plaintiff a sum of money. Armenia has 
followed through with its obligations to pay plaintiffs.5 

Sources of Recommendations for the Government of Armenia 

 The UN system includes a number of sources of international law that can either provide non-
binding recommendations to a State or have no enforcement power. The most common sources are the 
Human Rights Treaty Bodies, the Human Rights Council, the Special Rapporteurs, the new Universal 
Periodic Review process, and the General Assembly. Each option focuses on different thematic or 
procedures issues regarding human rights and puts more or less pressure on the respondent State. 

 Human Rights Treaty Bodies 

 There are nine core human rights treaties each with their own treaty body.6 Each treaty body has 
the power to review individual States compliance with the specific treaty and issue general comments on 
the treaty. The general comments are not binding interpretations of the treaty and if States disagree with 
that interpretation, they will publicly reject it.  

 When a treaty body is reviewing a State’s implementation of the treaty, they will also accept 
shadow reports from NGOs. Shadow reports are reports from NGOs that are meant to educate the treaty 
body on the human rights situation within the State in contrast to the official report from the State.7 
Treaty bodies will question the UN Ambassador of a State in a public hearing on the contents of their 
report and may also question the Ambassador on issues raised in shadow reports. Shadow reports are a 
common advocacy tool to build pressure on a State and force them to explain a situation. 

 Treaty bodies also have the power to accept complaints from individuals under many treaties’ 
optional protocol. If an individual in a signatory State has exhausted all local remedies, they can then 
submit a communication requesting the treaty body to examine their specific situation. The treaty body 
will then ask the State to respond to the communication and will then “forward its views” to the State 
party and the individual.8 

A list of the treaties and optional protocols Armenia is bound by (i.e. ratified or acceded to) is 
available here: http://www.un.am/en/Human_Rights_4_Treaties 

Human Rights Council 

                                                           
4 http://www.echr.coe.int/NR/rdonlyres/E3FC0C7E-BD11-479F-B069-
C300449B7ECF/0/COURT_n1295989_v2_Key_caselaw_issues__Art_35_para_1_Exhaustion_of_domestic_remedi
es2.pdf 
5 http://hetq.am/eng/news/12769/ 
6 http://www2.ohchr.org/english/bodies/treaty/index.htm 
7 http://www.stopvaw.org/a_note_about_shadow_reports.html 
8 Optional Protocol to the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, article 5.4. 
http://www2.ohchr.org/english/law/ccpr-one.htm 
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The Human Rights Council is an inter-governmental body established by the General Assembly.9 
The body has general powers to engage in reviewing human rights situations throughout the world. 
Unfortunately, its actions tend to be politically focused on the Israel-Palestine conflict, and thus as a 
general institution it is not helpful to an activist. 

Special Rapporteurs  

 Special Rapporteurs are individual experts that are mandated by the Human Rights Council to 
investigate the human rights situation regarding a particular topic. Each Rapporteur is mandated to cover 
either one thematic issue (e.g. the right to food) or a particular State.10 Most Rapporteurs are experts in 
their field and often are willing to make strong claims about abuses within a State. Thematic Rapporteurs 
must request entrance into a State to investigate their issue within it. Many states allow Rapporteurs 
admission while some states do not.  

 In 2010, Armenia allowed admission to the Special Rapporteur on the situation of human rights 
defenders.11 

 Universal Periodic Review 

 The Universal Period Review (UPR) process is a program by the Human Rights Council to 
review the human rights situation in every UN member State. Each country is reviewed every four to five 
years. The review covers all human rights issues. NGOs can submit shadow reports to the UPR process, 
but recommendations from other states are given higher priority. 

 Armenia was reviewed in May 2010,12 and will be reviewed again in January 2015.13 

 General Assembly 

 The General Assembly passes non-binding declarations, which are often called “soft law.” These 
declarations are on any subject. The value of the declarations is in their standard setting, and courts, 
including the European Court of Human Rights, often look at these declarations when interpreting 
international human rights law. An activist wanting a to pass a General Assembly declaration would need 
to have a State submit the declaration to a vote. 

                                                           
9 The Human Rights Council is not to be confused with the Human Rights Committee. The Committee is the treaty 
body connected with the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights. 
10 http://www.ohchr.org/EN/HRBodies/SP/Pages/Welcomepage.aspx 
11 http://www.ohchr.org/EN/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.aspx?NewsID=10168&LangID=E 
12 http://www.ohchr.org/EN/HRBodies/UPR/Pages/AMSession8.aspx 
13 http://www2.ohchr.org/SPdocs/UPR/UPR-FullCycleCalendar_2nd.doc  
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