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

On behalf of the United Nations Secretary-General, it is an honour for me to open the eighty-third session of the Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women. I am pleased to welcome you to Geneva and look forward to working with you in my new function as Chief of the Groups in Focus Section, Human Rights Treaties Branch. Please be assured of the continued full support of my Section.

I commend the Committee on its tireless efforts to address the situation of women and girls in armed conflict, through the State reporting procedure and two dedicated task forces. First, the CEDAW task force on Ukraine, established in February 2022, seeks to monitor the situation of Ukrainian women and girls through engagement with national and international stakeholders as well as with other treaty bodies. Your constructive dialogue with Ukraine next week comes timely. The UN Human Rights Office in Ukraine recently reported that women and girls in Ukraine are among the victims of unlawful killings, arbitrary detention, enforced disappearance, torture and ill-treatment of civilian detainees and other human rights violations committed in the context of the ongoing armed attack against Ukraine and associated hostilities. Sexual violence remains underreported, and its breadth is difficult to verify. 

CEDAW’s concluding observations will guide Ukraine in addressing violations of women’s rights in conflict-affected and other areas of its territory.

Second, your task force on Afghanistan continues to follow up on the Committee’s request for an exceptional report on the situation of women and girls in Afghanistan, which was the first interaction by a treaty body with the Afghan de facto authorities. The situation of women and girls in Afghanistan remains dire. 10 months after the Taliban took power on 15 August 2021, the Human Rights Service of the United Nations Assistance Mission in Afghanistan (UNAMA) reported that “women and girls […] have been subjected to severe restrictions on their human rights, resulting in their exclusion from most aspects of everyday and public life”, rendering them “voiceless and unseen”. UNAMA also noted that the de facto authorities had dissolved reporting and justice mechanisms operating under the previous government to prevent and respond to human rights violations, such as the Afghanistan Independent Human Rights Commission as well as bodies dedicated to addressing violence against women. 

On 12 September, at the 51st session of the Human Rights Council, CEDAW member Bandana Rana participated in the Enhanced Interactive Dialogue on the Situation of Human Rights of women and girls in Afghanistan held together with the Special Rapporteur on the situation of human rights in Afghanistan, Richard Bennett. In his recent report, the Special Rapporteur stated that there is a staggering regression in women’s and girls’ enjoyment of their rights in all areas, including civil, political, economic, social and cultural rights: “despite this, women and girls remain at the forefront of efforts to maintain their rights and continue to call for accountability”.

Distinguished members,

The 51st session of the Human Rights Council ended last Friday. As part of the session, the annual discussion on the integration of a gender perspective throughout the work of the Council and that of its mechanisms was held on 26 September. The panel discussed the theme “Overcoming gender-based barriers to freedom of opinion and expression” in recognition of the fact that these rights are key enablers for women to be able to participate in political and public life on an equal footing with men. However, gender stereotypes and discrimination, increasingly exacerbated by populist, misogynistic and fundamentalist discourse, continue to result in the suppression, control and punishment of the voices of women and girls. Peggy Hicks, Director of the OHCHR Thematic Engagement, Special Procedures and Right to Development Branch, in her opening statement at the panel, stressed that women play a crucial role in fighting systemic racial discrimination, and indigenous women human rights defenders are at the forefront of the fight against the exploitation of indigenous natural resources, and young women and girls have been the driving force for the global climate movement. But today we see new and growing threats to women and girls who speak out in defence of rights. Around the world, we see stigmatization, harassment and outright attacks against women who are active in the public sphere, such as women human rights defenders, women journalists, politicians and other women activists. In addition to discriminatory legislation, policies and practices, and religious and cultural norms that fuel rights violations, persistent gender disparities related to digital technologies contribute to the exclusion of women and girls from the public sphere. 

Your Committee has a key role in countering the backlash against women’s rights and gender equality, addressing these barriers and ensuring that women can play a transformative role in society.

The annual half-day panel discussion on the rights of indigenous peoples focused on the “Impact of social and economic recovery plans in the COVID-19 context on indigenous peoples, with a special focus on food security”. In her opening statement, the Assistant Secretary-General for Human Rights, Ilze Brands Kehris, referred to the development of key jurisprudence and guidance for States and other stakeholders in this area by UN human rights mechanisms, including CEDAW. Indeed, your draft general recommendation on the rights of indigenous women and girls, which was one of the background documents for the panel, stresses that indigenous women and girls play a key role in their communities as custodians, food producers and guardians of native seeds, and as workers involved in food and water security. In this regard, I wish to commend the Committee on the participatory and inclusive process with multiple consultations of indigenous women and other stakeholders, which I trust will culminate in the adoption of the general recommendation at this session.

Madam Chair,
Distinguished members,

On the treaty body strengthening process, the Chairs of the treaty bodies endorsed a comprehensive proposal at their 34th annual meeting in June. The Chairs unanimously agreed to establish a predictable schedule of State reviews, with an eight-year cycle for full State reviews and follow-up reviews in between. This landmark agreement will hopefully provide a basis for a more sustainable allocation of resources, a goal that the Secretary-General has stressed in respect of the treaty bodies and other human rights mechanisms in his Call to Action and his report “Our Common Agenda”. As outlined in the report of the Secretary-General on the status of the treaty body system (A/77/279) to the 77th session of the General Assembly, to implement the predictable schedule, it will be necessary to increase resources for the treaty bodies and their Secretariats to match the workload and to ensure adequate support for all mandated activities under the relevant treaties.

[bookmark: _GoBack]Although nothing is guaranteed at this stage, because we are confident that the logic of the calendar is sound, we are hopeful that the necessary support from the Member States will be forthcoming. This requires a collaborative effort between OHCHR and treaty body experts, including your outreach and advocacy to your own countries as to the rationale and benefits of granting the resources needed for implementing the Chair’s outcome. OHCHR is currently working with all relevant departments on the costing of the calendar. Please note, however, that the required additional resources will not be available until 2024, if approved by the General Assembly in December 2023.

Turning to your work at the current session, you will hold constructive dialogues with eight State party delegations and meet with numerous other stakeholders, including to mark the 40th anniversary of the Committee. We look forward to the outcome of your deliberations and seeing how the Office can support the implementation of your recommendations at the national level, in cooperation with other UN partners.

Madam Chair,
Distinguished members,

Before concluding, I have been asked to note that, for now, the COVID-19 situation remains serious and all the persons present in UN conference rooms, including members of the Committee and UN colleagues, need to comply strictly with the requirement to wear face masks in the conference room – to be removed only when taking the floor. Thank you for understanding the requirements we must all adhere to in these exceptional circumstances.

Lastly, on behalf of the Secretary-General, I would like to pay tribute to the outgoing Members of the Committee, who are taking part in their last session: Gladys Acosta Vargas, Tamader Al-Rammah, Louiza Chalal, Naéla Gabr, Lia Nadaraia, Aruna Devi Narain and Franceline Toe Bouda. Your contributions to the Committee’s work have been significant. We know that you will be dearly missed. 

I wish you all the very best for a successful and productive session.

Thank you.
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