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May 15, 2018

This is a Joint NGO Statement submitted to the annual meeting of treaty body chairs, May 29 to June 1, 2018, by the Advocates for Human Rights and Geneva for Human Rights. 

This is a call to action. To think differently about the role of the treaty body chairs in the treaty body system. To be more active. To think long term. In urging this we hope that the discussion about the future of the system not be chained or limited to the timeline created by the General Assembly process (the 2020 review). We should think more strategically, be more long term -- perhaps even in the form of a rolling 10 year plan.

A laboratory of new ideas

The treaty body chairs meeting should be a hotbed of innovative ideas. There should be a constant review of new ideas. The Chairs should schedule pilot projects of the most promising ideas that come up. Evaluate the projects. Implement the best of them. Invite new ones. “New Ideas” should be a standing agenda item. We should be continually asking what other organisational ideas are out there that might be useful for the UN treaty system? Also, what new ideas, completely outside the box, have been raised?  We should continually be exploring these types of new ideas.

Looking 10 years into the future

According to current trends what will the treaty system look like in 10 years? How big will it be? How many workload hours will it require? What level of compliance is likely? How can we better prepare for that system?  Growth thinking should include what the system will look like with more treaty instruments and more treaty bodies. What new instruments and bodies seem to be on the horizon? How best will it be to integrate those into the system?

More activity, continuity from the chairs

The treaty body chairs need to meet more frequently. They need to take a more hands on role to management of the system. The current system of chair rotation, annual meetings, and member replacement creates too many new members each meeting. Continuity is lost. There also needs to be a governance charter between the treaty bodies, the chairs, and the Secretariat to create a more managed system. The ad hoc way in which the system was created now needs to be changed into a managed model.  The Secretariat and the chairs need to have more management responsibility in the overall system. Funding for a more active role by the treaty body chairs should be requested. The request should be repeated until realised. Until then creative ways to expand meeting time and interaction with others should be tried, such as virtual meetings and website discussion fora.

Evaluate the state of the system

None of the background information requested for this year’s meeting provides a clear “state of the system” snapshot. Are things getting better or worse? Where are the most important priorities? A “dashboard” of key management data needs to be created and reported for each session. What types of data will be the most helpful in managing the system? For example when does the system have a backlog that needs to be reduced? An argument can be made that a backlog (a “pipeline”) of 12 to 18 months in state reports is a good balance for the system. It allows sufficient time to prepare for the review and receive NGO feedback. The dashboard should include a definition of backlog and the system should be managed according to it. There should also be data that shows the trend on general awareness of the treaty body system.

Greater use of parallel chambers

The system of the future needs to use the method of parallel chambers more often. Each individual treaty body needs to be meeting in parallel chambers for more of its work. The Treaty Body Chairs need to encourage this practice. Very few international organs in today’s world meet in plenary to conduct most of their work like the treaty body system does. Most use parallel or subchambers to handle their affairs and only meet in plenary for the most important matters. Even the UN General Assembly has done most of its work in standing committees since its inception. The treaty body system needs to think about how best to deploy this useful tool to handle its increasing workload. Common sense says the sessions can not continue to grow in a linear fashion as the work expands. Staff support and meeting support need to grow linearly as the work does but session days for the experts do not, as long as there is a transition to more use of parallel chambers. There is nothing in the treaty instruments that prohibits meeting in sub groups for most of a Committee’s work.

Standing agenda 

The standing agenda for future sessions of the Treaty Body Chairs could look something like this:
1. state of the system, dashboard of management-related data
2. long term planning – is our view of the future still accurate? What should be our priorities?
3. pilot programs, experiments, new ideas
4. cost cutting, efficiencies, reducing the reporting burden of states
Conclusion

These are just a few ideas that might be part of a more active, hands on role for the treaty body chairs in the future. The important thing is to start talking about these issues and deciding what to do to make this objective a reality. Projects should be assigned each year that will improve the ability of the Treaty Body Chairs to understand and effectively manage the treaty body system. Among the goals of a future system should be better protection for rights holders, more involvement of civil society, and better general awareness of the overall system. 
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