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Madame Chairperson, Distinguished Members of the Committee, Ladies and Gentlemen,
It is my privilege, on behalf of the Secretary-General of the United Nations, to welcome you to the one hundred and thirty-eighth session of the Human Rights Committee.
I am particularly pleased to be here today at the session’s opening.  Several years ago, I addressed this Committee and had the opportunity to highlight how integral your work was to the work of our Cambodia Office while I was Representative, supporting many efforts from advocacy to technical cooperation.
Over my initial year and a half as the Chief of the Rule of Law and Democracy Section in OHCHR, I can say with the same enthusiasm how important the work of treaty bodies is to our work in providing legal guidance, preparing analytical reports and supporting the High Commissioner’s advocacy.  The Section places strong reliance on the Committee’s General Comments, in particular those on freedom of expression, the right to liberty of person and the right to life.  We also rely heavily on your Views as well as Concluding Observations, particularly in relation to specific countries, and to identify trends.
In this regard, I would like to express my warm thanks to Mr. Santos País for his participation at the High-Level Panel on the Death Penalty during the March session of the Human Rights Council.  Mr. Santos País highlighted in particular the significant contribution of General Comment No. 36, which remains the principal document clarifying standards in relation to the death penalty.
The work of the Rule of Law and Democracy Section spans areas from transitional justice to counter-terrorism and human rights, abolition of the death penalty, armed conflict and human rights, safety of journalists, democracy, digital space and privacy and the administration of justice – all related to the Covenant.
Allow me to take a few minutes of your time to refer to two areas in particular.
First, e-justice.  Criminal justice systems are increasingly relying on digital technologies, particularly since the COVID-19 pandemic.  OHCHR recognizes that digital technology carries benefits, particularly bringing efficiencies to the administration of justice, but it can also exacerbate injustice.  The digital divide can disproportionately affect people already marginalized in the criminal justice system.  And the use of digital technology in trials can deny due process rights, fail to spot signs of torture and ill-treatment, risk the right to privacy and even affect the right to life, if applied inappropriately in death penalty cases.
The section is beginning to work on this relatively new area affecting the administration of justice and will be drafting a report for the General Assembly in 2024 on latest developments in the field of e-justice.  We look forward to engaging with the Committee on the effects of technology on civil and political rights and areas for future cooperation.
The second area I wish to address is drug policy and human rights.  Drug use continues to increase worldwide, throwing into sharp relief that punitive responses to drug use have not been effective.  Data indicates that the ‘war on drugs’ is related to a staggering 600,000 preventable deaths every year as well as chronic overcrowding in places of detention.  35 countries continue to apply the death penalty for drug-related offences.  Some countries impose compulsory drug rehabilitation programmes, at times leading to arbitrary detention. 
Nonetheless, I am pleased that there is a growing ground swell of opinion, including among States to move from a punitive approach to a human rights-approach to drug policy, focusing on decriminalization, harm reduction and the protection of the right to life and the right to health.  I believe we are at a tipping point in this area, and I am pleased to see that treaty bodies are becoming increasingly active.  Colleagues in the section would welcome an opportunity soon to brief the Committee on the many recent developments in this field, including the work of treaty bodies.
Madame Chair, Distinguished Members,

[bookmark: _ftnref4][bookmark: _ftnref5]In his opening statement to the Human Rights Council last Monday, the High Commissioner for Human Rights spoke at length about the state of the treaty body system. “Only 37 States or regional organizations4 are currently up to date with all their reporting requirements to the treaty bodies. A total of 601 reports by States are overdue. Reports by 78 States5 have been overdue for more than ten years.” Individual complaints also suffer from an excessive backlog of over 1,800 cases currently waiting for a decision. He expressed deep concern over non-cooperation with the human rights mechanisms by some States, which is reflected not only in late or non reporting but also, in the case of the Sub-Committee on the Prevention of Torture, in refusals to approve visits. 
This is but a taste of the challenges faced by the treaty bodies that you know only too well, and the reason why it is so important for the Treaty Body Strengthening process to succeed in meaningfully rationalizing the work of the treaty bodies and securing the necessary resources for it to operate properly. 
That process is reaching a critical phase. As I know the Committee will be briefed during this session, the Chairpersons of the treaty bodies recently held their 35th annual meeting in New York. The Chairs agreed on a common position on the way forward. Heeding the repeated appeals of Member States, the Chairs agreed to establish a coordination mechanism for the harmonization of their methods of work to increase the predictability of their work with States parties and avoid unnecessary substantive duplication. They considered options for the practical implementation of the 8-year predictable calendar of reviews of States parties reports, including intermittent follow-up reviews, which are outlined in an extensive Working Paper that the Office had prepared for the Chairs’ meeting, which is available online for all interested persons to review. They also supported the proposals contained in the Working Paper on the continuation of the much-needed digitalization of their work, such as a fit-for-purpose digital case management system for individual communications.
But more work needs to be done. The implementation of two of the three main pillars of the treaty body strengthening process – the predictable schedule of reviews and the digital uplift – will depend on the human, technical and financial resources that the General Assembly will make available. 

Mme Chair, Distinguished Members,
The Committee has an entire month of session ahead, in which it will review eight States party reports, a number of individual communications under the Optional Protocol, and follow-up reports to concluding observations and Views, in addition to the system-wide issues arising from the meeting of Chairpersons. 
I will therefore not keep you from your work any further. I will conclude by conveying my very best wishes to all of you for a successful and productive session. Thank you for your attention.
___________
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