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Dear Chair,
Distinguished members of the Committee,
Ladies and Gentlemen,

On behalf of the United Nations Secretary-General, I am very pleased to be here to open the twenty-sixth session of the Committee on Enforced Disappearances. I wish you all the best for a productive session.

Allow me to begin by saying what a pleasure it is to be back with the Committee.  I supported the Committee during your first session and have followed your important work in combatting enforced disappearance and working towards universal ratification of the Convention since.  

In my current role as Chief of the Rule of Law and Democracy Section in OHCHR, I strongly believe it is important to strengthen collaboration with treaty bodies.  Over the last year, the section has been working with treaty bodies on the human rights dimensions of drug policy, digital technology as well as on issues related to armed conflict.  So, I very much value today’s opportunity for an exchange on developments and areas of common interest.  

To provide you some background, the Rule of Law and Democracy Section covers a range of rule of law issues – from the administration of justice to the death penalty, counter-terrorism and human rights, transitional justice, armed conflict and insecurity, media freedom as well as democracy and elections.

Of particular relevance to this Committee, the section prepares the report of the Secretary-General on missing persons, which draws, among others, on the work of this Committee as well as other human rights mechanisms with the aim of updating the General Assembly on recent developments. A call for inputs has been issued for the upcoming report which will be submitted to the General Assembly in September and then after to the Human Rights Council.

As the Committee is aware, we are working with Mr. Albán Alencastro, on the joint project with Swiss Peace to develop a ‘Practical Guide on disappeared persons within transitional justice processes’.  I am pleased to note that the initial compilation of the contributions received so far from the drafting committee’ members, as well as from OHCHR and Swiss Peace, has been received, reviewed and is ready for further internal consultations with the drafting committee.   We hope to have a revised version of the entire Guide ready for review in the second quarter of 2024, with a view to holding public consultations on the draft in the second half of the year.

In addition, OHCHR, with contributions from the Section, has assisted with the development of the terms of reference for the Independent Institution on Missing Persons in the Syrian Arab Republic.  The immediate next steps for the operationalization of the Independent Institution relate to the expected work of the start-up team until 31 March 2024, as well as the initial phases of the activities of the Independent Institution itself after its establishment, proposed to run from 1 April to 31 December 2024.  

Finally, the Section coordinated across the Office the spotlight on ‘Justice’ last August as part of the UDHR75 celebrations.  I am therefore particularly grateful that the Committee on Enforced Disappearances released, together with the Working Group on Enforced and Involuntary Disappearances, the Inter-American Commission of Human Rights, the African Commission and some members of the ASEAN Commission on Human Rights a joint statement on access to justice for all victims of enforced disappearances as part of the spotlight on ‘justice’.

Dear Chair, dear Members,

	The Committee is meeting in a world even more insecure than when you met last year.  In such a time, the rules and standards comprising international law have perhaps never been so pertinent.  It is important to consider ways to strengthen these rules and standards, their ratification and their implementation.

In this context, I am pleased to highlight that as part of the pledging ceremony during the UDHR 75 High-level event in December seven countries – namely, South Africa, Angola, Zimbabwe, Indonesia, Guinea-Bissau, Mozambique, and Thailand - pledged to ratify the International Convention on the Protection of All Persons from Enforced Disappearance.  Cameroon and Sao Tome and Principe pledged to work towards the ratification of all remaining core human rights instruments, including of course this Convention.  In addition, France pledged to support efforts to achieve more ratifications of the Convention.  

The World Congress on Enforced Disappearance from 14 to 16 January 2025 – organized by this Committee, and in partnership with OHCHR Convention against Enforced Disappearance Initiative (CEDI), victims and States - will provide a welcome opportunity to move forward on these pledges, with a view to achieving universal ratification.  The Conference will provide the impetus to develop a plan of action, with expectations that it places the voices and rights of victims of enforced disappearance at its core.

The discussions around a possible Convention on Crimes against Humanity provide another opportunity to strengthen international protection against enforced disappearances.  In 2022, the General Assembly initiated a two-year process to exchange substantive views on the draft articles of a possible Convention, elaborated by the International Law Commission.  A large number of States have engaged in the discussions, which will continue this April and hopefully result in a resolution in the General Assembly next October.  While there are diverging positions on the content of a Convention at this stage, these can be bridged by engaging in negotiations, and the adoption of a Convention would fill a significant gap in the current international framework, strengthen the prevention and punishment of crimes against humanity, and facilitate international cooperation in this area.

Dear Chair,
Distinguished members,

The Office of the High Commissioner continues to support the strengthening of the treaty bodies.  Last year saw the publication of the OHCHR Working Paper along with the conclusions of the 35th annual meeting of Chairpersons as well as the High Commissioner’s informal briefing on the treaty body strengthening process in November, attended by 118 States in Geneva and New York as well as by a considerable number of treaty body experts. 

The views expressed by States during the informal briefing indicated broad support for a predictable calendar of State party reviews, the harmonization of working methods and the increased use of digital tools, outlined in the OHCHR Working Paper. The subsequent discussions among treaty body Chairs in December on the margins of the High-Level Event commemorating the 75th anniversary of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and our outreach to civil society further set the stage for 2024.

In spite of this important advance, the budgetary constraints facing the United Nations, coupled with a prolonged liquidity crisis are having an adverse impact on the proper functioning of the treaty body system, and indeed the entire UN human rights programme.  The crisis risks further increasing the backlog of the treaty bodies. 

Yet your workload is unrelenting.  To give just one example, your Committee has registered a total of 1735 Urgent Actions as of today, including 105 since your last session. Out of these, 1005 are currently open, including 376 awaiting follow-up recommendations by the Committee and 380 in which reminders must be sent to the States or authors concerned. 

States must step up and provide the resources essential to the proper functioning of treaty bodies.

In addition to this sobering news, I am obliged to reiterate that effective from January 2024, the United Nations Office at Geneva has ceased servicing hybrid or virtual meetings on any platform, system, or tool. This affects all meetings taking place at UNOG, including those of the treaty bodies and the Human Rights Council. An exception exists for mandated hybrid meetings, namely the official dialogues with State party delegations in the case of the treaty bodies. These may continue to be held virtually with full services as mandated by General Assembly resolution 68/268.  Unfortunately, and in spite of all the struggles and lessons learned from the difficult COVID-19 period, no other treaty body meetings will be serviced in hybrid mode.

But let me not end on a negative note.  Looking ahead to 2024, our shared strategic goal is to mobilize support from States for the strengthening and further harmonization of the work of the treaty bodies based on the Chairs’ conclusions and the Working Paper prepared by OHCHR. 

Decisions taken by States this year on a predictable calendar of State party reviews, the harmonization of working methods and the increased use of digital tools – including additional resources - will determine the future trajectory of the treaty body system. This process will culminate in the adoption of the biannual resolution of the General Assembly in December 2024, hopefully with a robust budget.

I am aware that you have a heavy programme ahead, so I will end here and wish you a successful, productive and enjoyable session.

Thank you for your attention.
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