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Chair, Distinguished members, Ladies and Gentlemen,


It is a pleasure to be with you today to open the 116th session of the Committee.  This is your first session of an important year – the 50th anniversary of this Covenant as well as of the Covenant on Civil and Political Rights.  We have much to celebrate.  
This is also a moment to reflect.  On the one hand, growing inequalities and the claw back of rights in response to migration and terrorism threaten the freedom from fear and want that underpins the Covenants.  On the other hand, the agreement of the 2030 Sustainable Development Agenda last year gives room for hope for broader implementation of the Covenants in coming years. 
In this context, I am pleased that the Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights has made the 50th anniversary one of its main campaigns for 2016.  The Office, in consultation with the focal points of the two Committees, has planned a year of events and activities to mark the anniversary.  
The commemoration began with a launch on 16 December last year with a photo exhibition at the Palais des Nations depicting images of people, evoking the various rights in the two Covenants.  The High Commissioner launched the exhibition and celebrations and you, Chair, made remarks on behalf of the Committee.
A number of official commemorations are planned throughout the year in Geneva and New York.  On 1 March, during the second week of your session, the Human Rights Council commemorated the anniversary with a high-level panel, sponsored by the Government of the Russian Federation, focusing on the theme of ‘universality, indivisibility, interdependence and inter-relatedness of human rights’.   The Chair represented the Committee on the panel and was joined by the Chair of the Human Rights Committee as well as other renowned experts.  Many speakers underlined the interdependence of the two Covenants and the complementarity of work of the two Committees emphasizing the need for bring the two Committees closer.
The Panel was followed by a side-event organized by the Friedrich Ebert Stiftung, the Global Initiative on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights and the Centre for Civil and Political Rights and OHCHR. Victor Rodriguez-Rescia represented the Committee.  A key message from the side-event was the key role that civil society organizations play in the work of the Committees, and the need for both Committees to be more accessible to smaller, national NGOs that do not have experience working with treaty bodies.
In June this year, the plenary sessions of this Committee and the Human Rights Committee will overlap by one week and, in consultation with the Committees’ focal points, the afternoon of Thursday 23 June has been identified for a joint plenary meeting.  We will be looking to you this session for guidance on the theme and modalities for the joint meeting.

Last autumn, the General Assembly decided to commemorate the anniversary devoting one plenary session of its 71st Session to the theme.  The resolution, sponsored by the Governments of Finland and Sweden, does not specify the form or theme of the commemoration but requests the President of the General Assembly to agree upon modalities with Member States.  We will of course keep you informed.  In addition, the human rights focus of the annual treaty event that takes place in September during the High-level segment of the General Assembly will be on the promotion of ratification of the two Covenants and their Optional Protocols.
Finally, we are planning to organize an event on 16 December 2016 – the actual 50th anniversary – in New York.  The modalities for the celebration are currently under discussion but should hopefully include a showing of the photo exhibition from the Geneva launch as well as other activities.

In addition to these official celebrations, we have also been planning to raise awareness of the Covenants and your work with a wider audience beyond New York and Geneva.  The Office has focused in particular on raising awareness with children and youth.  A microsite on the celebrations was launched on 22 February, to coincide with the opening of the Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights.  The microsite includes information on the celebrations, a list of upcoming events as well as some promotional materials such as a human rights ‘game’ for children, as well as colouring book and a quiz that can be enjoyed by both young people and adults.  A poster competition for schools was launched last year and the winners will be announced later this month.  
We have prepared fact sheets on the Covenants and the two Committees and have prepared an easy-to-read version of the two Covenants.  We have also prepared a pocket-sized listing of the rights in both Covenants which we have called ‘Rights-in-Your-Pocket’.  Examples of all of these are available for consultation at the back of the room.  The Office has also produced videos demonstrating the impact of your work.  The first of these was screened at the launch, and included an impact story related to both Covenants as well as an interview with Mr. Theo van Boven, who was present during the drafting process.
An important element of these celebrations is that they focus on both Covenants.   While the original single Covenant on human rights was abandoned with the split of the Covenant into two, recent history demonstrates that the division of civil and political rights and of economic, social and cultural rights has little meaning and is unhelpful.  The 50th anniversary has provided the occasion to strengthen the link between both Covenants even further.  We hope that a major contribution of the celebrations this year will be to reassert the indivisibility and interdependence of the Covenants and to reaffirm their relevance now and for the next 50 years.  

Chairperson, you have a busy session ahead, with seven State party reviews, communications, the discussion of the draft general comment on the right to life amongst other activities.  I look forward being with you over the coming weeks and I and my colleagues wish you a successful and productive session.  Thank you.
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