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1. Introduction

Inrecentyears, the government of the Kingdom
of Saudi Arabia has consistently upheld a
progressive stance on the advancement
of human rights in the country. Through its
Saudi Human Rights Commission (SHRC), it
regularly emphasises reforms undertaken to
protect and promote human rights. While the
Kingdom has indeed sought to bring changes
to important laws governing women's rights
and to release some long held political
prisoners, international organisations and
civil society organisations have witnessed a
different reality.

On the contrary to the government's
narrative, human rights organisations have
documented a continued crackdown on Saudi
women calling for institutional reforms and
basic rights; an all-time rise in executions
of individuals held for minor drug-related
offences or for exercising their right to
freedom of expression; and dire conditions of
detention, including the practice of torture.

The SHRC was established exactly 20 years
ago, through Resolution No. 207 of 12
September 2005." Since its establishment, the
SHRC has played a crucial role in upholding
a distorted narrative about the current human
rights situation in the Kingdom. The SHRC

1 Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, Statute of the Human
Rights Commission, Royal Decree No. A/30, 12
September 2005, available at: https:/laws.boe.
gov.sa/Files/Download/?attld=86943751-8f65-
4a01-afee-adbb0103b5b7 (accessed on 22 August
2025), article 1.

refers to itself as an independent organization
with full autonomy that reports to the king
and holds the government to account.? On
paper, the SHRC has been mandated with
promoting and protecting human rights and
is tasked with various responsibilities which
include addressing human rights complaints,
engaging in legislative work, and monitoring
detention facilities.?

National ~ Human  Rights  Institutions
(NHRIs) are generally encouraged to seek
accreditation from the Global Alliance of
National Human Rights Institutions (GANHRI),
a body that assesses the effectiveness

2 Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, Initial report submitted un-
der article 35 of the Convention on the Rights of Per-
sons with Disabilities (CRPD/C/SAU/1), 19 October
2015, available at: https://www.hrc.gov.sa/storage/
reports-attachment/ETTD6SPWWzB9resbC6Y0h-
FyhTbFRPNONTD96hUNm.pdf (accessed on 21
August 2025), para. 9; Committee against Torture
(CAT), Third periodic report submitted by Saudi Ara-
bia under article 19 of the Convention against Tor-
ture (CAT/C/SAU/3), 27 February 2024, available
at: https://undocs.org/en/CAT/C/SAU/3 (accessed
on 21 August 2025), para. 13; Kingdom of Saudi
Arabia, Statute of the Human Rights Commission,
issued by Royal Decree No. A/30 of 12 September
2005 (as amended), available at: https://laws.boe.
gov.sa/Files/Download/?attld=86943751-8f65-
4a01-afee-adbb0103b5b7 (accessed on 271 August
2025), Article 2; SHRC (Saudi Arabia), About the
Commission (website, Arabic), updated 27 January
2025, available at: https://www.hrc.gov.sa/website/
about-us (accessed on 21 August 2025), section
“Agll e 334" (About the Commission), para. 1.

8 Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, Statute of the Human
Rights Commission, Royal Decree No. A/30, 12
September 2005, available at: https:/laws.boe.
gov.sa/Files/Download/?attld=86943751-8f65-
4a01-afee-adbb0103b5b7 (accessed on 22 August
2025), Article 1.
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and independence of NHRIs according to
international standards adopted by the UN
General Assembly, commonly referred to
as the Paris Principles.* However, the SHRC
has never sought accreditation from the
GANHRI and it is therefore not subject to any
international oversight.

In 2023, MENARights Group, ALQST for Human
Rights and the European Saudi Organisation
for Human Rights (ESOHR) published a
joint report (2023 SHRC Report)® analysing
the effectiveness of this institution and
highlighting its role in whitewashing human
rights violations in the country. Through a
comprehensive analysis of its legal framework,
composition, partnerships and actions, it
found documented evidence of the institution’s
alignment with government’s interests and its
use as a mere tool to whitewash Saudi Arabia’s
human rights record.

This report aims complement the 2023 SHRC
Report by presenting new, publicly available,
evidence that demonstrate the continuing
role of this institution in covering up human
rights violations and to present itself as a
spokesperson of the government of Saudi
Arabia regarding human rights issues. To this
day, no reform was undertaken to improve
its independence and its effectiveness.
Instead, the institution has focused its efforts
on downplaying human rights violations,

4 UN General Assembly, Principles relating to
the Status of National Institutions (The Paris
Principles), 20 December 1993, UN Doc. A/
RES/48/134, available at: https://www.ohchr.
org/en/instruments-mechanisms/instruments/
principles-relating-status-national-institutions-
paris (accessed on 14 August 2025).

5 MENA Rights Group, ALQST for Human Rights and
the European Saudi Organisation for Human Rights
(ESOHR), The Saudi Human Rights Commission:
A whitewashing tool of the Kingdom, November
2023, available at: https://www.menarights.org/
sites/default/files/2023-11/mrg_shrc_report.pdf
(accessed on 21 August 2025).

dismissing cases, and engaging with
government and the United Nations (UN)
in ways that primarily serve to enhance the
government's image.
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Pictures of the five minors, from left to right: Jawad Qureiris, Youssef Al Manasif, Hassan Al Faraj, Jalal Labbad, Abdallah Al Derazi. © Courtesy of ESOHR.

Saudi authorities have executed at least 120
members of the Shi'a community between
January and June 2025, nearly all of them
for terrorism-related offences.** Members
of the Shi'a community in Saudi Arabia have
long faced discrimination in various areas,
such as education, the justice system,
religious freedoms and employment.*
The longstanding discrimination faced by
this community undoubtedly forms the
background of these death sentences.

On 15 November 2024, the UN WGAD adopted
an Opinion regarding five members of the
Shi'a minority sentenced to death for acts
committed as minors, and considered that
there is a concerning pattern of persecution
and long-standing history of discrimination
against the Shi‘a religious minority in the Qatif
region.*® Considering that the five individuals

4 Amnesty International, Saudi Arabia: “If We Had
Money and a Lawyer, Maybe My Brother Would
Be Alive”: Saudi Arabia's Execution Crisis, 7 July
2025, available at : https://www.amnesty.org/en/
documents/mde23/9524/2025/en/ (accessed on
15 august 2025), p. 17.

4% For a more detailed report on the systemic
discrimination faced by Shi'a muslims in Saudi
Arabia, see MENA Rights Group, Discrimination
against minorities in Saudi Arabia: report to the UN
CERD, 21 November 2024, available at: https:/
menarights.org/en/documents/discrimination-
against-minorities-saudi-arabia-report-un-cerd
(accessed on 15 August 2025).

4 UNWGAD, Opinion No. 71/2024 concerning Abdullah
al-Derazi, Jalal al-Labbad, Yusuf Muhammad Mahdi
al-Manasif, Jawad Abdullah Qureiris and Hassan
Zaki al-Faraj (Saudi Arabia), 15 November 2024, UN
Doc. A/HRC/WGAD/2024/71, available at: https:/
www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/documents/
issues/detention-wg/opinions/session101/a-hrc-
wgad-2024-71-saudi-arabia-advance-edited.pdf
(accessed on 15 August 2025).

belong to the Shi'a minority and that their
sentences are linked to their participation
in the protest movement taking place in
2017 in the mainly Shi'a Eastern Province,
the UN WGAD found their detention to be
discriminatory on religious grounds. This
finding echo recent concerns raised by the
UN Committee on the Elimination of Racial
Discrimination on the “significant increase in
the rate of executions carried out since 2023,
in particular among members of the Shia
ethno-religious minority group.™

On 21 August 2025, one of the defendants,
Jalal Labbad, was tragically executed
by Saudi authorities, thereby violating
recommendations made by both the WGAD
and the CERD.*

4 UN Committee on the Elimination of Racial
Discrimination, Concluding observations on the
combined tenth and eleventh periodic reports of
Saudi Arabia, 24 December 2024, UN Doc. CERD/C/
SAU/CO/10-11, available at: https:/thinternet.
ohchr.org/_layouts/15/treatybodyexternal/
Download.aspx?symbolno=CERD%2FC%2FSAU%?2
FCO%2F10-11&Lang=en (accessed on 12 March
2025), para. 25. Findings of the Committee will be
later discussed in the report under section (4.3).

4 Amnesty International, Saudi Arabia: Deplorable
execution exposes broken promise to halt
death penalty for juveniles, 22 August 2025,
available at: https:/www.amnesty.org/en/latest/
news/2025/08/saudi-arabia-deplorable-execution-
exposes-broken-promise-to-halt-death-penalty-for-
juveniles/ (accessed on 27 August 2025).
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are more likely to face arbitrary detention,
torture, and unfair trials.®® The Committee
recommended that Saudi Arabia impose an
immediate moratorium on the death penalty
with the ultimate goal of abolition, in line with
its international obligations.*!

Finally, it must be noted that, although it was
raised by the Committee during its interactive
dialogue and in its Concluding Observations,
the SHRC did not raise at any point the
situation of the Huwaitat Bedouin tribe who
have faced forced displacement to make way
for the NEOM project.®? The SHRC instead,
ignored the issue and continued praising
the current legal framework in Saudi Arabia.
Members of the Huwaitat tribe have faced
forced displacement, arbitrary detention, and
harsh prosecutions for their opposition to the
evictions, with many subjected to excessive
violence, including the extrajudicial killing of
Abdul Rahim al-Huwaiti.*®

% CERD, Concluding Observations on the combined
tenth and eleventh periodic reports of Saudi Arabia*,
24 December 2024, UN Doc. CERD/C/SAU/
CO/10-11, available at: https:/tbinternet.ohchr.
org/_layouts/15/treatybodyexternal/Download.as
px?symbolno=CERD%2FC%2FSAU%2FC0%2F10-
11&Lang=en (accessed on 18 August 2025), paras.
25and 35 ss.

o1 |bid, para. 26.

92 MENA Rights Group, Ibrahim al-Huwaiti, member of
Saudi tribe displaced by NEOM, sentenced to death, 5
April 2023, available at: https:/menarights.org/en/
case/ibrahim-salih-ahmad-abou-khalil-al-huwaiti
(accessed on 18 August 2025); UN Committee on
the Elimination of Racial Discrimination, Concluding
observations on the combined tenth and eleventh
periodic reports of Saudi Arabia*, 24 December
2024, UN Doc. CERD/C/SAU/CO/10-11, available
at: https://tbinternet.ohchr.org/_layouts/15/
treatybodyexternal/Download.aspx?symbolno=
CERD%2FC%2FSAU%2FCO%2F10-11&Lang=en
(accessed on 18 August 2025), paras. 37-38.

% ALQST for Human Rights, The Dark Side of Neom:
Expropriation, expulsion and prosecution of the
region’s inhabitants, 16 February 2023, available
at: https://algst.org/en/post/the-dark-side-of-
neom-expropriation-expulsion-and-prosecution
(accessed on 18 August 2025).
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6. Regional and international
engagement legitimising the
SHRC as a cedible actor

61 United Nations, discussions on women’s rights, rule of law,
European Union and and fair trials. Yet the dialogue concluded
UN I\/Iember States without any measurable commitments or

acknowledgment of ongoing abuses.

In December 2024, the fourth EU-Saudi

Arabia Human Rights Dialogue was held For the SHRC, the dialogue served as a

in Riyadh, with the SHRC leading the Saudi powerful legitimising tool. By presenting

delegation!® 8L1 SJeGMEP VIEHSY X$If Lag KHe PiMdflacdtbH of the European

Union, the Commission projects the image

18 EEAS, Saudi Arabia: 4th EU-KSA Human Rights of an mc?epender?t NHRI, de_Splte_ ItS. lack
Dialogue held in Riyadh, 20 December 2024, Of compliance with the Paris Principles.
available at: https:/www.eeas.europa.eu/eeas/ ; ; PRE
saudi-arabia-4th-eu-ksa-human-rights-dialogue- European enga.geme.nt, n tum_’ ”Sk_s providing
held-riyadh_en(accessed on 18 August 2025). See  cover for Saudi Arabia’s deteriorating human
also, tweets published by the SHRC: https://x.com/ rights record

HRCSaudi_EN/status/1869121902591230240
(accessed on 18 August 2025).
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In April 2025, the United Nations Independent
Expert on the enjoyment of all human rights by
older persons visited Saudi Arabia, where she
was reportedly received by the SHRC.'® While
the expert praised some domestic initiatives,
she also emphasised that rights protections
must extend to non-citizens, who make up
a significant portion of Saudi Arabia’'s older
population.”® Importantly, she announced
that her request to meet with two detained
older clerics and human rights defenders
was denied, further stating that “this refusal
to allow access goes against the Terms
of Reference for country visits by Special
Procedures and raises concerns about the
wellbeing of detainees.”™

6.2 Training programs and
technical cooperation

Beyond the EU, the SHRC has invested heav-
ily in showcasing its partnerships with inter-
national organisations. In December 2024,
the SHRC launched the “Expert in Human
Rights Program,” jointly organized with United
Nations Institute for Training and Research

9 UN Human Rights Council, Report of the
Independent Expert on the enjoyment of all human
rights by older persons, A/HRC/60/24, 17 July
2025, available at: https:/docs.un.org/en/A/
HRC/60/24 (accessed on 22 August 2025), noting
the Independent Expert’s visit to Saudi Arabia from
20 to 30 April 2025, para. 2, OHCHR, UN expert on
human rights of older persons to visit Saudi Arabia,
17 April 2025, available at: https://www.ohchr.org/
en/press-releases/2025/04/un-expert-human-
rights-older-persons-visit-saudi-arabia  (accessed
on 22 August 2025).

10 OHCHR, Saudi Arabia must extend its achievements
in the human rights of older persons, including
healthcare, to everyone, including non-citizens, 30
April 2025, available at: https://www.ohchr.org/
en/press-releases/2025/04/saudi-arabia-must-
extend-achievements-all-older-persons-including-
non (accessed on 22 August 2025).

M OHCHR, Saudi Arabia must extend achievements to
all older persons, including non-citizens, says expert,
30 April 2025, available at: https:/www.ohchr.org/
en/press-releases/2025/04/saudi-arabia-must-
extend-achievements-all-older-persons-including-
non (accessed on 18 August 2025).

(UNITAR) to train Saudi professionals and
officials in international human rights stan-
dards."? The program was widely promoted
by Saudi media and official channels, with the
SHRC framing it as a milestone in national
capacity building." There is no transparency
about the program'’s curriculum or its intend-
ed outcomes which cannot be found through
open-source research. If UNITAR and the
SHRC were genuinely training participants
on international standards, one would expect
sessions on the prohibition of torture, the
importance of judicial independence, or the
rights of detainees.

In May 2025, the SHRC signed a memorandum
of understanding (MoU) with the United
Nations High Commissioner for Refugees
(UNHCR), focusing on the protection of
refugees and asylum seekers.”* Saudi Arabia
is not a party to the 1951 Refugee Convention,
nor does it have a domestic asylum system.
Migrants and asylum seekers are often
detained in inhumane conditions, subjected to
deportation without due process, and denied
basic rights. Against this backdrop, the SHRC's
MoU with UNHCR functions as a public
relations exercise, allowing the government
to claim international cooperation without
making binding commitments. The SHRC
has seemingly not reported on any cases of

"2 UNITAR, Expert in Human Rights Programme”
Special Launch Event, 17 December 2024, available
at: https://unitar.org/about/news-stories/news/
expert-human-rights-programme-special-launch-
event (accessed on 18 August 2025).

3 UNITAR, The Expert in Human Rights Programme in
the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia Celebrates the end of its
Training Lessons, 2 June 2025, available at: https://
unitar.org/about/news-stories/news/expert-
human-rights-programme-kingdom-saudi-arabia-
celebrates-end-its-training-lessons (accessed on
18 August 2028).

114 KSA News, Human Rights Commission and UNHCR
Ink Cooperation Agreement, 12 May 2025, available
at: https://ksa.com/human-rights-commission-
and-unhcr-ink-cooperation-agreement/ (accessed
on 22 August 2025).
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Geneva, Switzerland — April 23, 2015: Palais Wilson building. The headquarters of Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights

(OHCHR). Geneva. Switzerland. © Mike Gorsky, licensed under Shutterstock.

arbitrary detention or abuse of migrants, nor
has it intervened to protect the rights of the 26
Egyptians at risk of execution in 2025. Instead,
the MoU allows Saudi Arabia to present itself
as aligned with UNHCR's mandate while
avoiding structural reforms.

The Office of the United Nations High
Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR)
has maintained a long-standing technical
cooperation programme with the Saudi
Human Rights Commission (SHRC), initiated
through a Memorandum of Understanding
signed in June 2012."" Under this agreement,
OHCHR  delivers training programmes,
awareness-raising workshops, and capacity
building for prison staff and other officials,
ostensibly aimed at aligning national
practices with international human rights

5 Human Rights Commission (Saudi Arabia),
Cooperation with OHCHR (website), 8 January
2023, available at:  https://www.hrc.gov.sa/
website/cooperations?lang=en (accessed on 22
August 2025), noting that “a Memorandum of
Understanding (MoU) for technical cooperation was
signed between HRC and OHCHR on 27/6/2012"
for human rights promotion through training and
programs.

norms.""® While such capacity-building efforts
are not inherently problematic, in the context
of the SHRC they risk being instrumentalized
to confer a veneer of legitimacy without
accompanying oversight or investigative
capacity. The SHRC has not been endowed
with a genuine monitoring mandate; instead,
training appears detached from accountability
— after more than a decade of cooperation,
human rights conditions have notably
deteriorated in the Kingdom, casting doubt on
the utility of these programmes.™"’

6 OHCHR, Human Rights and Prisons: Training of
Trainers Workshop (UN website), 23 February 2022,
available at: https://saudiarabia.un.org/en/173081-
human-rights-and-prisons-training-trainers-
workshop-prisons%E2%80%99-staff (accessed on
22 August 2025), describing a two-phase “Training
of Trainers Workshop” designed under the Technical
Cooperation Programme to empower prison staff
with knowledge of the Nelson Mandela Rules and
other international standards.

7 MENA Rights Group, ALQST for Human Rights, the
European Saudi Organisation for Human Rights
(ESOHR), The Saudi Human Rights Commission: a
Whitewashing Tool of the Kingdom, 27 November
2023, available at: https:/menarights.org/en/
documents/saudi-human-rights-commission-
whitewashing-tool-kingdom (accessed on 22
August 2025), p. 7.
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7. Conclusion and
recommendations

The SHRC, 20 years after its creation, has failed to operate as an independent and effective NHRI.
Rather than functioning in accordance with the Paris Principles, the SHRC has consistently acted
as an extension of the executive authority. Its leadership is appointed by royal decree, its mandate
selectively implemented, and its international engagement primarily aimed at legitimising
government policies. Instead of documenting abuses or providing remedies to victims, the SHRC
promotes a narrative of progress and reform while remaining silent on systemic violations such
as arbitrary detention, torture, executions, and reprisals against human rights defenders.

Through its participation in United Nations mechanisms, the SHRC frequently presents
a positive image of Saudi Arabia's human rights record, downplaying or denying credible
allegations of abuse. The SHRC fails to investigate violations, blocks access to remedies, and
aligns its messaging with official rhetoric. Its international cooperation, through memoranda of
understanding with UN agencies, training partnerships, and dialogues with foreign governments,
has not translated into structural reforms or improved accountability. On the contrary, these
initiatives risk consolidating the SHRC's role as a vehicle of whitewashing, reinforcing government
narratives instead of addressing violations.

In light of these findings, the following recommendations are made:

7.1 General recommendations to the government of
Saudi Arabia

1. Establish a genuine NHRI in line with the Paris Principles, with a transparent appointment
process, secure tenure for members, and adequate financial and administrative autonomy.

2. Ensure the SHRC, or any future institution, seeks accreditation with the GANHRI to guarantee
compliance with international standards.

3. Amend the SHRC's statute to grant it the authority and independence to investigate human
rights violations, publish findings, and provide remedies to victims without interference.

4. Guarantee the SHRC's ability to monitor all detention facilities and meet with detainees
confidentially and without prior approval from security services.

5. End the practice of using the SHRC as part of official state delegations to UN human rights
mechanisms, and ensure its role is limited to that of an independent NHRI.

6. Implement recommendations issued by UN Treaty Bodies and the Universal Periodic Review,
particularly those related to abolition of the death penalty, prohibition of torture, and protection
of human rights defenders.
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7. Engage in genuine cooperation with domestic civil society organisations, ensuring victims

and their families can safely raise concerns.

7.2 To international stakeholders, including UN agencies
and foreign governments

1.

Condition cooperation with the SHRC on demonstrable progress toward independence and
effectiveness in line with the Paris Principles.

. Avoid legitimising the SHRC as an independent NHRI until structural reforms are undertaken,

and instead engage directly with civil society organisations and victims.
Increase monitoring of Saudi Arabia’s compliance with international human rights obligations,
including through the UN Human Rights Council, Treaty Bodies, and Special Procedures.

7.3 Implementation of recommendations made by
international review mechanisms

With reference to the Universal Periodic Review

. Implement UPR recommendations related to the abolition of the death penalty, protection of

freedom of expression, and prohibition of torture, and empower the SHRC to independently
monitor compliance.

. End the practice of of having the SHRC head the state delegation to the UPR to whitewash

violations; instead, the SHRC should provide an independent, parallel assessment of Saudi
Arabia’s record.

Ensure that follow-up to UPR recommendations is transparent and inclusive, with the SHRC
publishing independent progress reports rather than replicating government positions.

With reference to the review of Saudi Arabia by the Committee on the Elimination of
Discrimination Against Women

. Guarantee the SHRC's independence so it can effectively contribute to monitoring the

implementation of women'’s rights obligations.

Ensure that the SHRC has the capacity and authority to address violations of women'’s
rights, including discrimination in family law, male guardianship rules, and restrictions on
participation in public life.

. Establish safe and accessible channels for women human rights defenders to engage with

the SHRC and raise concerns without fear of reprisals.
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With reference to the review of Saudi Arabia by the Committee on the Elimination of Racial
Discrimination

1. Support the adoption of comprehensive anti-discrimination legislation that defines racial
discrimination broadly and addresses structural, direct, indirect, and intersecting forms of
inequality, in line with the CERD'’s recommendations.

2. Ensure that the SHRC monitors and reports on discrimination faced by Shi'a communities,
non-citizens, and migrant workers, and that victims have access to complaints and remedies.

3. Refrain from dismissing reports of discrimination as “unfounded” and instead engage with
CERD's findings to address long-standing inequalities.
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ALQST for Human Rights is an independent NGO established in 2014 by Saudi
Arabian human rights defender Yahya Assiri for the purpose of defending and
promoting human rights in Saudi Arabia. ‘Al-gist’ means ‘justice’ in Arabic, and a
passion for justice lies at the heart of all our work. We take a consistent human
rights-based approach based on international human rights law and international
standards, and defend fundamental rights for all without any distinction of
race, colour, sex, language, religion or national or social origin. We conduct on-
the-ground research, engage in international legal and public advocacy, and

campaign on behalf of victims of human rights abuses.

The European Saudi Organisation for Human Rights is a non-profit organisation,

created by a group of activists aiming to promote commitment to human rights
principles in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia.

MENA Rights Group is a Geneva-based legal advocacy NGO defending and
promoting fundamental rights and freedoms in the Middle East and North Africa
(MENA) region. Adopting a holistic approach, we work at both the individual
and structural level. We represent victims of human rights violations before
international law mechanisms. In order to ensure the non-repetition of these
violations, we identify patterns and root causes of violations on the ground and
bring key issues to the attention of relevant stakeholders to call for legal and
policy reform.
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